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Abstract
Though mainstream acceptance for the 2SLGBTQ+ community is on the rise, elevated risks of
mental health challenges still pervade this community, particularly for youth growing up in this
changing environment. Based on previous literature citing the benefits of creative interventions
and youth autonomy, the current study sought to explore the implementation of an online, peerled creative writing program as a possible means to increase emotional, psychological, and social
wellbeing in 2SLGBTQ+ youth. Twenty self-identifying 2SLGBTQ+ youth from across Canada
were recruited to form two 10-week, online peer-led creative writing groups titled “Rainbow
Writes©”. Based on Lerner et al.’s (2003) “Five Cs” of positive youth development, Rainbow
Writes sought to alleviate some impacts of minority stressors in these 2SLGBTQ+ youth (14-18years-old) within a COVID-19 context. Following a peer-led model, weekly writing exercises
were led mainly by the youth. Mixed methods, in the form of a pre- and post- online survey,
semi-structured interviews and a brief midway evaluation, were used to explore wellbeing
outcomes and youth’s evaluation of the program. Thematic analysis, Reliable Change Index, and
paired t-tests were used to analyze the data. Key qualitative findings demonstrated an increase in
participants’ self-esteem and confidence as well as the importance of social connectedness and
building 2SLGBTQ+ community, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. Quantitative
findings indicated positive changes in authenticity and other positive identity markers, and a
slight decrease in anxiety symptoms. These findings contribute to the knowledge base on how to
run successful creative writing interventions for 2SLGBTQ+ youth and demonstrate the potential
of this program to help guide 2SLGBTQ+ youth through positive youth development.
Keywords: 2SLGBTQ+, youth, creative writing, peer-led group, wellbeing, positive youth
development, social connectedness, minority stress
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Introduction
In a so-called “post-gay” climate, one would expect that the “new gay teenager” should
have a plethora of resources at their fingertips providing them with social connections, identity
development tools and strategies to promote their overall wellbeing (Savin-Williams, 2005, as
cited in Meyer, 2016). However, 2SLGBTQ+ youth1 today are looking at a very different
picture. Though overall acceptance of 2SLGBTQ+ identities has increased steadily in the past
decade (Fish, 2020; Kahn et al., 2018; Meyer, 2016), a recent survey of over 40,000 LGBTQ+
youth in the United States reported that 86% of participants’ mental health and sense of self are
still negatively impacted by today’s political climate (The Trevor Project, 2020). Additionally,
one in three LGBTQ+ youth reported having been physically threatened or harmed in their
lifetime due to their identity, 40% reported seriously considering suicide in the past 12 months,
and 48% reported self-harm in the past 12 months (The Trevor Project, 2020). Of particular
concern is that these statistics worsen for gender diverse youth, with over 50% of trans and nonbinary youth reporting suicidal ideation and over 60% reporting self-harm in the past 12 months
(The Trevor Project, 2020). Equally disheartening is the fact that 46% of respondents reported
the desire for formal psychological support but were not able to access it due to lack of parental
support, inability to afford care, and concern about the LGBTQ+ competency of providers (The
Trevor Project, 2020).
While national level statistics on 2SLGBTQ+ youth in Canada are minimal, various
reports paint a similar picture closer to home (LGBT YouthLine 2020a; Prokopenko & Kevins,
2020; Taylor et al., 2020; Trans Youth CAN!, 2020a, 2020b). In the Being Safe, Being Me

1

Two-spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, people identifying with other
diverse sexual and gender identities; aged 14-24
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report, 45% of trans and/or non-binary youth across Canada rated their mental health as poor and
88% indicated having a chronic mental health condition such as anxiety or depression (Taylor et
al., 2020). LGBT YouthLine’s needs assessment, led by 2SLGBTQ+ youth across Ontario, add
to those findings with 32% of 2SLGBTQ+ youth under 18 reporting their mental health needs
not being met, 51% not feeling a sense of community, and 44% not having access to a dedicated
2SLGBTQ+ space (LGBT YouthLine, 2020b). This can be summarized by the startling fact that
2SLGBTQ+ youth are at four times the risk of suicide compared to their cisgender/heterosexual
counterparts (Abramovich, 2016). Overall, scholars’ predictions that mental health disparities for
2SLGBTQ+ youth would dissipate due to positive changes in policy, attitudes and visibility,
have not yet materialized (Fish, 2020).
While explanations for these increased risks have been explored, it is apparent that no
singular explanation will suffice. Instead, researchers have found that multiple factors must be
considered to better understand 2SLGBTQ+ youth risk. One such explanation is that though
2SLGBTQ+ identities are becoming more visible and accepted, youth in this community are still
developing in a cis-heterosexist environment which primarily reinforces cis-heteronormative
ideals through the media, political sphere, and education system (Kelleher, 2009). In fact,
coming out earlier in life like many 2SLGBTQ+ youth are today, can increase risk of rejection,
discrimination, and violence at an earlier age, potentially leaving them less equipped to fend off
prejudice and more likely to internalize those negative experiences (Fish, 2020; Meyer, 2016).
Even subtler forms of discrimination which are arguably more common in today’s climate (such
as social rejection or overly personal questions regarding gender and sexuality), put 2SLGBTQ+
individuals at a greater risk for stress-related mental health disorders compared to their
cisgender/ heterosexual counterparts (Davis et al., 2009; Meyer, 2016). This risk is exacerbated
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in youth, particularly racial and gender minority youth, who are dealing with the typical stressors
of adolescent development combined with greater rates of identity concealment and internalized
homophobia/transphobia (Shilo et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 2015).
School settings also have a significant impact on 2SLGBTQ+ youth. While many
provinces in Canada now have legislation requiring public schools to form a Gender-Sexuality
Alliance (GSA) upon request, the Every Teacher Project done by Egale Canada Human Rights
Trust showed that 64% of respondents’ schools still did not have a GSA despite research
showing the mere presence of such groups to be beneficial to 2SLGBTQ+ students (Taylor et al.,
2015). A similar statistic from Egale Canada Human Rights Trust showed that 64% of
2SLGBTQ+ students felt unsafe in their school compared to only 15% of their
cisgender/heterosexual counterparts (Dyck, 2012). More recently, research from a national
Canadian study of 174 gender diverse youth receiving gender affirming medical care (Trans
Youth CAN!, 2020a, 2020b), reported that 63% of participants avoid school washrooms and
locker rooms for fear of harassment/discrimination and that 40% of families have had to get
involved at their child’s school regarding gender issues. This is echoed by the disappointing
news that in April 2021, the Halton Catholic District School Board in Ontario voted against
students’ request to fly the Pride flag for the month of June (Westoll, 2021).
That being said, online programs outside of a school context tend to be youth’s preferred
medium for support. Particularly for 2SLGBTQ+ youth who are not yet open about their
identities, online groups allow relative anonymity and attendance without the risk of identity
exposure associated with a public space or school group (HRC, 2018; Shilo et al., 2014; The
Trevor Project, 2020). This is also true for those living in rural areas or attending religious
schools, as 2SLGBTQ+ acceptance in these communities tends to be lower and in-person youth
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groups tend to be less common (Dyck, 2012; Hulko & Hovanes, 2018; Taylor et al., 2015). With
the sudden closure of schools and extracurriculars nationwide in March 2020 due to the COVID19 pandemic, the need for out-of-school programming increased and the opportunity arose to
rapidly increase online programming to support 2SLGBTQ+ youth who would not typically have
access to these groups in person (Fish et al., 2020; Green et al., 2020; Hawke et al., 2021).
The current study involved the development of a program called Rainbow Writes,
explicitly created for this thesis project to target various wellbeing outcomes for 2SLGBTQ+
youth. Rainbow Writes was an online program with two separate groups that each ran for 1.5
hours weekly for ten weeks. The program focused on running a range of creative writing
exercises led mainly by the youth members (e.g., shorter and longer writes on gratitude
journaling, character development, sci-fi writing, etc.). This study explored the potential for
Rainbow Writes to lessen the impact of certain 2SLGBTQ+ youth stressors and promote overall
wellbeing for the population, with wellbeing conceptualized using Keyes (2002) model of
emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing. Though the 2SLGBTQ+ climate is constantly
evolving, social support groups are still necessary to buffer ever-salient stressors in the
2SLGBTQ+ youth community (Abramovich, 2016; HRC, 2018; Taylor et al., 2020; The Trevor
Project, 2020). The lens by which these stressors were conceptualized in the current study is
minority stress theory (Meyer, 2003).
Minority Stress Theory
Minority stress theory posits that typical environmental stressors are exacerbated in
minority communities, manifesting as distal and proximal stressors which can lead to negative
health outcomes for marginalized peoples (Meyer, 2003). Distal stressors are described as
explicit experience with discrimination, violence, or prejudiced events, while proximal stressors
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are internal events, such as expectations of rejection, concealment, and internalized
homophobia/transphobia (Meyer, 2003). However, the two types of stressors are interconnected.
As distal stressors occur in real time, they increase the likelihood of future proximal stressors
(Meyer, 2003). Both stressors lead to increased vigilance and constant monitoring, directly
contributing to physiological stress mechanisms which can lead to overall negative health
outcomes in marginalized people (Meyer, 2003). These mechanisms are particularly risky for
2SLGBTQ+ youth, as they are combined with higher rates of identity concealment and the
inability to focus on typical adolescent development pathways (Davis et al., 2009; Meyer, 2003).
A more recent article by Meyer (2016) articulated that because the environment causing
minority stressors has changed in recent years, minority stress theory should be slightly
reassessed. The aforementioned statistics surrounding 2SLGBTQ+ youth demonstrate that
discrimination still occurs, though perhaps now more covertly than ever before (Meyer, 2016).
The reassessment of minority stress theory was suggested to better understand how stressors
have changed in a more accepting climate and called for research to delve into new potential
solutions for combatting the impacts of this stress across various 2SLGBTQ+ communities
(Meyer, 2016).
While overall minority stress theory may frame a grim picture of 2SLGBTQ+ youth
wellbeing, it is also important to recognize the unique resiliency and strength of this population
when responding to environmental adversity (Kelleher, 2009). Despite difficult conditions, the
Being Safe, Being Me report found that 50% of transgender/non-binary youth (14-25) surveyed
were living in their felt gender full-time with an additional 36% living in their felt gender at least
part-time (Taylor et al., 2020). Additionally, 77% were able to identify a trans/non-binary person
they look up to (Taylor et al., 2020). This type of positive identity, role modelling, and
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confidence in minority status can lead to positive outcomes for 2SLGBTQ+ youth (Meyer,
2003). For example, in the same survey, 68% of trans/non-binary youth were able to identify
something they are good at (Taylor et al., 2020). The current study sought to build on this unique
resilience and explore peer-led creative writing as a potential avenue for not only mitigating the
effects of both distal and proximal minority stressors, but to assess its potential for bolstering
wellbeing through the lens of positive youth development (PYD).
Positive Youth Development (PYD)
PYD is a common framework in youth-centred research, focusing on the inherent
capacity of youth and the opportunity for adults to assist young people in fostering their own
strengths and abilities to build healthier lives (Cook & Krueger-Henney, 2017; Halverson, 2010;
Lerner et al., 2003; R. Rhoades, 2016). PYD has been used conceptually in various ways, mainly
framed as a developmental process or an approach to youth programming (Lerner & Lerner,
2013). PYD developed in response to prevalent “at-risk youth” and deficit-based models, instead
viewing youth as societal resources to develop through an asset-based approach (Halverson,
2010; Lerner et al., 2003). PYD promotes youth resilience and self-confidence and emphasizes
the importance of supportive environments in doing so (Cook & Krueger-Henney, 2017). This
can be particularly relevant for youth with marginalized identities as they often face additional
challenges in identity development (Halverson, 2010).
Lerner et al. (2017) suggest more research be done on how PYD functions specifically
for minority youth, as the structural and contextual challenges they face may mean studies from
non-minority youth cannot be generalized to fit their experience. Lerner et al. (2017)
hypothesized that the processes of PYD for minority youth are likely the same, but the
mechanisms by which they move through the process may not be. Toomey et al. (2020)
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corroborated this theory, showing that while preliminary research on the relationship between
2SLGBTQ+ youth and PYD demonstrates similar patterns as non-LGBTQ+ youth, 2SLGBTQ+
youth are still showing deficits in PYD markers such as social support, belonging, and social
competence, one of the reasons Rainbow Writes attempted to increase these markers in
participants. Lerner et al. (2017) suggests researchers triangulate findings from quantitative
studies with those from qualitative to better understand PYD in minority youth populations.
A central aspect of PYD is the bidirectional interaction of person-environment and how
youth in particular are influenced by multiple ecological levels including family, peers, schools,
communities, and culture (Cook & Krueger-Henney, 2017; Lerner et al., 2003; Lerner et al.,
2017). PYD programs therefore need to acknowledge the impact of these multiple systems and
work to develop positive identity markers at all levels (Fish, 2020). Summed up effectively by R.
Rhoades (2016), the PYD model highlights that “youth deserve respect and meaningful
opportunities to make impact as responsible, compassionate, capable, civic-minded, initiativetaking, members of our communities” (p.56).
Lerner et al. (2003) describe how this interactional process between the individual and
their context can lead youth to idealized personhood. This process is called thriving and includes
the growth of functionally valued behaviours, which Lerner et al. (2003) conceptualize as the
“Five Cs” of PYD. The Five Cs are: competence (including social-emotional and skill
competencies), confidence (including positive identity), connection (to oneself, peers, family,
school and the larger community), character (including moral development, values, and respect),
and caring/compassion (including empathy and association with others) (Cook & KruegerHenney, 2017; Lerner et al., 2003). Lerner and Lerner (2013) later theorized that youth who are
able to develop the Five Cs will be on their way to sixth C: contribution. Contribution takes on a
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broad meaning, including positive input to youth’s families, communities, and themselves
(Lerner & Lerner, 2013). Youth advancing in these six Cs can, in turn, translate to important
advances in their overall wellbeing (Lerner & Lerner, 2013).
One way the Five Cs can effectively be promoted is through youth programming
(Halverson, 2010; Lerner & Lerner, 2013). Lerner and Lerner (2013) describe “The Big Three”
of effective youth-serving programs as (1) positive and sustained relationships between youth
and adults, (2) activities that build life skills, and (3) opportunities for youth to use those skills as
participants and leaders. In the context of the present study, I explored peer-led creative writing
groups as a potential intervention to support 2SLGBTQ+ youth in developing the Five Cs.
Specifically, Rainbow Writes aimed to increase youth’s emotional, psychological, and social
wellbeing to explore whether peer-led creative writing groups could be used intentionally in the
future as PYD programming.
Creative Writing Interventions for Youth
One promising avenue to increase wellbeing in 2SLGBTQ+ youth, and potentially lead to
PYD in the long-term, is creative writing. “Creative writing, a form of artistic expression, draws
on the imagination to convey meaning through the use of imagery, narrative, and drama. This is
in contrast to analytic or pragmatic forms of writing.” (Thompson Writing Studio, n.d.). This
definition from Duke University’s Writing Studio gives an effective summary of how creative
writing was conceptualized in this study. Participants were given freedom in how they chose to
express their creativity through writing. Though this can often take the form of poetry, short
fiction, personal narratives, or scripts, creative writing techniques and methods cannot be strictly
defined (Gold, 2014; Thompson Writing Studio, n.d.). Writing can take many different
imaginative forms, the freedom of which can be liberating when working with marginalized
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groups who have so often been forced to adapt to normative societal standards and limit their
self-expression (Huerta, 2018).
Creative group interventions can allow marginalized individuals to express unprocessed
feelings about their identity in a new medium, find meaning in difficult times, and build greater
community bonds with those who have had similar experiences (Gold, 2014; Huerta, 2018;
Kelleher, 2009). Since 2SLGBTQ+ youth are often forced to silence their self-expression in cisheteronormative spaces, they may have a harder time constructing their identities and creating
relational bonds; both of which are crucial to PYD (Huerta, 2018; Lerner et al., 2003). Creative
writing can work to counter this by giving a voice to oft silenced marginalized communities and
providing the opportunity for them to tell their own stories. This not only has the potential to
increase wellbeing, but if writing can be shared, it can increase society’s awareness and dialogue
surrounding marginalized experience overall (Gonçalves et al., 2015).
Lauer and Goldfield (1970) were one of the first to explore youth creative writing groups
as a therapeutic intervention. One of their study sub-populations was a youth drug rehabilitation
program, where they conducted weekly 1.5-hour writing sessions with youth attending the clinic.
By creating a non-judgemental environment for writing and sharing, they found that participants
were able to release internal pressures, increase self-understanding, and elevate self-esteem
through writing about feelings that needed to be expressed. Namely, the sharing aspect of the
group reduced feelings of isolation by facilitating deep interaction and group discussion of
similar hardships (Lauer & Goldfield, 1970). These mechanisms were found particularly
effective for youth groups, as youth experienced a greater desire than adults to express
themselves but felt more isolated even from similar peers (Lauer & Goldfield, 1970). Particularly
interesting was that compared to other artistic methods that often need to be taught to be
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effective, creative writing seemed to be a latent ability accessible to all participants regardless of
previous writing experience (Lauer & Goldfield, 1970). Though not specifically applied to
2SLGBTQ+ youth, Lauer and Goldfield’s (1970) methods formed the structural basis for the
current study and encouraged the exploration of the impacts of weekly youth creative writing
groups outside of a therapeutic setting.
Recent studies have expanded on these findings by examining the benefits of creative
writing interventions distinctly for marginalized youth. Fair et al. (2012) explored the impact of
“Teens Out Loud”, a monthly creative writing group for youth living with HIV. They reported
that youth gained confidence, self-understanding and increased feelings of support from the
group (Fair et al., 2012). In his book, Gold (2014), the creator of the Pongo teen writing method
for at-risk youth, noted that creative writing groups facilitate many benefits, including a safe
environment for self-expression, shared experience with others, and a sense of pride in writing
accomplishments. Additionally, 73% of youth in his evaluation indicated that writing helped
them express and process experiences they would not normally talk about (Gold, 2014).
Similarly, Mazza (2012) studied the benefits of a two-week arts and athletics camp with lowincome youth looking specifically for markers of PYD. Preliminary results appeared to indicate
that the creative writing sessions contributed to participants’ PYD (e.g., increasing self-esteem,
confidence, community building, and problem-solving ability), however further application and
evaluation of the creative writing component was suggested since this was only one minute
aspect of the camp (Mazza, 2012). Rainbow Writes sought to expand on these limited findings
by using more in-depth writing activities over a longer period of time (i.e., ten weeks) that
2SLGBTQ+ members were able to plan and execute themselves.
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Since there is scant evidence examining creative writing in 2SLGBTQ+ youth
communities, literature on other forms of creative interventions and how their outcomes may
overlap are also useful to examine. In line with the goals of the current study, Halverson (2005,
2010) examined the effect of queer youth theatre groups on youth positive identity development.
By giving youth the opportunity to construct and “try on” different identities with no social
consequence, they began to explore their own emergent identities and develop a stronger sense
of self (Halverson, 2005, 2010). This is particularly useful for marginalized youth who often feel
rejected by mainstream institutions and need the chance to explore new parts of themselves in
environments with similar others (Halverson, 2010).
More recently, Hardy & Monypenny (2019) explored how to best “queer” creative arts
spaces through an art and music therapy group called “Unique Expressions”. During the ten
weeks they spent with a group of gender diverse youth, they focused on working outside of
typical societal binaries and provided a space where youth could explore their identities freely
and expel the notion of their existence as a problem. They planned a few structured creative
components per week, but built-in youth-planned and unprogrammed time to be sure the
activities were suiting youth’s needs as they progressed (Hardy & Monypenny, 2019). Youth in
“Unique Expressions” expressed the support, validation, and sense of community this space
provided, so Rainbow Writes aimed to follow some of their structural elements such as
developing a group agreement, allowing youth to plan and adapt creative writing exercises as
they went, and keeping the space 2SLGBTQ+ exclusive to promote trust in the community
(Hardy & Monypenny, 2019).
Other creative interventions, such as art-making, video activism and dance programs,
have been shown to have similar effects on youth populations; increasing personal awareness,
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self-esteem, sense of purpose, and confidence (Acuff, 2011; Lander, 2020; M. Rhoades, 2012; R.
Rhoades, 2016). Since creative writing may foster similar levels of personal reflection and
identity exploration as these creative methods, it naturally follows that the benefits of these
programs might also apply to creative writing. Additionally, creative writing may be an
important artistic medium to explore due to its wider accessibility, low-cost, and lack of
experience necessary to reap the benefits (Fair et al., 2012; Gold, 2014; Lauer & Goldfield,
1970).
As mentioned above, creative writing has been shown to increase positive identity
markers in marginalized communities and help youth to process difficult emotions (Bensel,
2018; Chandler, 2002; Fair et al., 2012; Gold, 2014; Gonçalves et al., 2015; Huerta, 2018). This
outcome maps onto the PYD markers of confidence and competence, as creative writing may
lead to self-inquiry and discovery as well as competence in writing skills overall (Lerner et al.,
2003). Additionally, group creative writing interventions have been shown to provide intimate
connections to group members, allow insight into how others are dealing with similar challenges,
and increase overall social support (Chandler, 2002; Fair et al., 2012; Gold, 2014; Lauer &
Goldfield, 1970). This relational aspect of creative writing, facilitated primarily by group
sharing, links directly to the PYD markers of connection and caring/compassion (Lerner et al.,
2003) and provides justification as to why creative writing was employed as a group-level
intervention in the current study. As will be shown below, the benefit of creative writing
activities could also be further enhanced by adding a peer-leadership component.
Peer-Led Groups
Though peer-led groups have been shown to be an effective mechanism for increasing
youth autonomy, empowerment, confidence, and leadership skills, minimal empirical research
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has been done to explore how these benefits augment those of creative methodologies (Gomez &
Ryan, 2016; Hauseman, 2016; M. Rhoades, 2012). The current study sought to address this gap
by exploring how combining creative writing with peer-led group methods can optimize the
benefits of both, potentially increasing participants’ psychological wellbeing in terms of selfconfidence and competence in leadership. In Rainbow Writes, peer-leadership was implemented
by youth having the option to sign up and lead weekly creative writing activities with minimal
assistance from the group leader.
When Bensel (2018) conducted an evaluation of a weekly semi-peer-led creative writing
group for adolescents living in a group home, it was found that workshops succeeded best when
facilitators accompanied, rather than directed participants. One way this can be achieved is by
facilitators sharing their own writing and reflections in a way participants can relate to (Bensel,
2018). This allows participants to feel they are equal with the facilitator and are accompanying
each other through the writing process. Additionally, Bensel (2018) encouraged group reflexivity
(i.e., participants reflecting on feelings that arise from writing) ideally led by the youth, but with
the group leader as an active participant.
On a similar thread, a program evaluation of two youth-led community arts hubs in
Toronto and Halifax determined that programs that were fully youth-led with minimal adult
facilitation increased program engagement, confidence and leadership skills (Hauseman, 2016).
Additionally, youth felt they had a voice in these programs which is an outcome similar to that of
creative writing methods (Hauseman, 2016). Adult facilitators should ensure youth can take part
in program planning, that there is mutuality in decision-making, and that programs are planned
enough to provide structure, but not so strict that they do not allow for program flexibility
(Hauseman, 2016). Similar outcomes were found in a 2012 study on video artivism, where youth
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reported that even when the program was primarily adult facilitated, youth-led weekly sessions
and participation in program decision-making led youth to personal empowerment and learning
(M. Rhoades, 2012).
Outside of intervention literature, it has oft been cited that participatory, peer-led research
overall is beneficial for a myriad of reasons. For example, through semi-structured, peer-led
interviews with youth experiencing homelessness, Gomez and Ryan (2016) identified various
benefits of youth-led research for marginalized youth. They found that peer-led research allows
for an increase in youth voice, empathy, empowerment, and depth of interview responses. These
findings provide evidence as to why peer-leadership, with a balance of adult facilitation, was
employed in Rainbow Writes and how the combined benefits of peer-led and creative writing
methods has the potential to increase participants’ emotional, psychological, and social
wellbeing.
Wellbeing Outcomes
When combined, the benefits of creative writing and peer-led groups could lead to
improvements in overall 2SLGBTQ+ youth wellbeing. Keyes (2002) defines subjective
wellbeing as “individuals’ perceptions and evaluations of their own lives in terms of their
affective states and their psychological and social functioning” (p. 208). Specifically, this
includes three interrelated components: emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing.
Together, these three dimensions provided the basis for the definition of wellbeing in this study
which was used to assess indicators of the PYD process. In fact, wellbeing has been deliberately
described as a leading candidate for the assessment of PYD (Keyes, 2009).
Helping to understand the fundamental distinctions between these three aspects of
wellbeing, Keyes (2013) also categorizes wellbeing into two distinct but related categories:
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hedonic and eudaimonic. Hedonic wellbeing captures the emotional aspects and entails feeling
good in life and about one’s life, whereas eudaimonic wellbeing captures deeper aspects of
positive functioning in one’s psychological and social lives, achieved through actualizing one’s
true self (Keyes, 2013). In other words, hedonic wellbeing is related to affect and mood, whereas
eudaimonic wellbeing is related to one’s sense of purpose, self-actualization and personal growth
(Huta, 2017; Keyes, 2013).
Often conceptualized as hedonic in nature, emotional wellbeing reflects the presence or
absence of positive feelings about life, including positive affect (e.g., happiness, interest in life),
the relative absence of negative affect (e.g., depression, anxiety, distress), and overall satisfaction
with life (Keyes, 2002). Increasing emotional wellbeing can be especially important for
2SLGBTQ+ youth who are at higher risk of mood and affective disorders such as anxiety and
depression (Taylor et al., 2020). In fact, Fish (2020) noted that concepts of emotional wellbeing
map well onto markers of PYD and adapting existing programs to be more welcoming for
2SLGBTQ+ youth could be one avenue to achieve an increase in both emotional wellbeing and
PYD.
Recently, scholars have acknowledged the importance of focusing on positive aspects of
emotional wellbeing as opposed to solely negative feelings. Keyes (2000) emphasizes the
importance of examining the balance between positive and negative affect to determine
emotional wellbeing and Huta (2017) notes that positive and negative affect should be assessed
separately as they can co-exist within a person. Fish (2020) also suggested expanding the notions
of mental health typically used in 2SLGBTQ+ youth research to include broader notions of
positive emotional wellbeing.
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While measuring emotions are important to assess overall youth wellbeing, the need for
the complementary aspects of psychological and social wellbeing are apparent. Psychological
wellbeing is described as positive functioning in life including various components that seem to
overlap with markers of PYD, such as self-acceptance, positive relations with others,
environmental mastery, and autonomy (Keyes, 2002; Ryff, 1989). Specifically, psychological
wellbeing may relate to two of the Five Cs of PYD: confidence and competence. Confidence, as
described by Lerner and Lerner (2013) is an overall sense of internal positive self-efficacy and
self-worth, relating more to feelings about one’s ability to achieve than concrete achievements.
Competence follows a similar thread, in what Lerner and Lerner (2013) describe as having a
positive view of one’s actions in certain areas. In the current study, the hope was to increase
participants’ self-confidence and self-esteem overall, while simultaneously increasing their belief
in their writing and leadership competence.
Psychological wellbeing can also be conceptualized as positive identity development.
Positive identity development is often described as a necessary component of overall youth
development but is cited as particularly important for marginalized groups such as 2SLGBTQ+
youth (Detrie & Lease, 2007; Halverson, 2005, 2010; Hulko & Hovanes, 2018; Lerner et al.,
2003). Developing a sense of self in adolescence is a typical developmental marker, consisting of
three levels of identity analysis: how we see ourselves, how we relate to others, and how we
integrate into communities in which we belong (Cote & Levine, 2002, as cited in Halverson,
2005). Unfortunately, this process becomes more difficult for 2SLGBTQ+ youth as they contend
with extra pressures to establish their minority identity in mainstream institutions and contexts
that may oppress or discriminate based on their difference (Detrie & Lease, 2007; Halverson,
2010; Hulko & Hovanes, 2018). This is exacerbated by internalized homophobia/transphobia (as
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mentioned in minority stress theory) and lack of access to positive role models with identities
similar to their own (Acuff, 2011; Hulko & Hovanes, 2018; Meyer, 2003).
Psychological wellbeing and positive identity are therefore crucial components of
adolescent development and even more crucial for 2SLGBTQ+ youth, as it is important they
develop pride and confidence in their 2SLGBTQ+ identity to, in turn, develop positive selfworth (Detrie & Lease, 2007). Developing aspects of positive identity such as self-confidence,
self-understanding, and self-esteem has previously been shown to be less challenging in
community groups that allow the sharing of experiences of being “othered” while increasing
social connectedness (Detrie & Lease, 2007; Hulko & Hovanes, 2018). In fact, an important
aspect in Keyes (2002) model of psychological wellbeing is developing positive relations with
others. A peer-led creative writing group could therefore be one avenue to increase psychological
wellbeing, with the writing aspect arguably increasing opportunities to express and share feelings
in addition to the benefits social support alone may provide.
This leads to the final dimension of wellbeing in this study, social wellbeing. Social
wellbeing refers to the public and interactive aspects of mental health including social coherence,
acceptance, and contribution (Keyes, 2002). This can be further iterated as social connectedness,
which can be defined as the “reflection of an internal sense of belonging and closeness within the
individual’s social world, including relationships with friends, family, peers, acquaintances,
strangers, community, and society” (Lee & Robbins, 1998, p.176). While many other terms such
as social support, belonging, or sense of community may be used somewhat interchangeably
with social connectedness, this concept expands other constructs to centre the importance of
identification with others and group membership, which can lead to a decrease in negative
mental health symptoms and an increase in overall wellbeing (Haslam et al., 2015). In fact,
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Detrie and Lease (2007) found that social support alone was not enough to foster positive
identity in youth; the connectedness aspect was crucial to improving self-esteem and overall
wellbeing.
Social wellbeing relates specifically to the PYD markers of connection and
caring/compassion, both citing the importance of building empathy and close relationships with
peers, with the overall goal of creating a better relationship with oneself (Cook & KruegerHenney, 2017; Lerner et al., 2003). Additionally, social wellbeing overlaps with competence, as
Lerner and Lerner (2013) described as the importance of social competency in the
conceptualization of the Five Cs. In this case, social competency can be conceptualized as
building social skills and feeling more confident in social interactions.
Specific to 2SLGBTQ+ youth, a literature review by McDonald (2018) examined the
effect of social connectedness on 2SLGBTQ+ adolescents’ mental health and found that those
who experienced greater perceived support reported reductions in mental health disorder
symptoms as well as higher levels of self-esteem and overall wellbeing. Various scholars have
stressed the importance of community-level interventions aimed at reducing the effects of stigma
and discrimination in 2SLGBTQ+ youth through receiving support from similar others (Green et
al., 2020; Kelleher, 2009; Sadowski et al., 2009). These connections may lead to reduced
feelings of loneliness, especially in cases where homes or schools are an unwelcoming space
(Sadowski et al., 2009).
Unfortunately, the loss of social relationships due to intolerance of sexual or gender
identity is common in 2SLGBTQ+ youth and can lead to loss of perceived control and selfefficacy, in turn leading to decreased self-esteem and increased stress (Wilkerson et al., 2017).
However, primary ties in minority groups can theoretically be substituted by strong secondary
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ones, often referred to in the 2SLGBTQ+ community as “chosen family” (Shilo et al., 2014).
Wilkerson et al. (2017) explored this theory through a program evaluation of Hatch Youth, a
2SLGBTQ+ youth drop-in centre in Houston. Findings demonstrated that group attendance
decreased depression levels while increasing self-esteem and ability to handle difficult problems.
For these programs to be successful, Wilkerson et al. (2017) explained that they should focus on
identity development, social bonding, emotional competence, self-determination, and access to
adult facilitators. This sense of connection to a specific 2SLGBTQ+ focused program can be a
protective factor against negative mental health outcomes and can potentially combat risk factors
associated with minority stress (Hardy & Monypenny, 2019; Shilo et al., 2014). Based on these
findings and how closely they align with the documented benefits of creative writing and peerled groups, social wellbeing was important to examine in this intervention and became
particularly relevant in a COVID-19 context. This study therefore used Keyes (2002) model to
conceptualize wellbeing and focused in on his three components (emotional, psychological, and
social) to examine changes among the Rainbow Writes participants before and after the program.
COVID-19 Impact on 2SLGBTQ+ Youth Wellbeing
COVID-19 added a new layer to this study, with recent reports showing that 2SLGBTQ+
youth faced unique challenges compared to their cisgender/heterosexual counterparts during the
pandemic (Fish et al., 2020; Green et al., 2020; Hawke et al., 2021; Prokopenko & Kevins,
2020). When school’s GSAs and 2SLGBTQ+ community groups struggled to move online at the
beginning of the pandemic, many youth were left without support from their typical networks.
Many were also forced to isolate with family members who were not supportive of their
sexuality or gender expression (Fish et al., 2020; Hawke et al., 2021; Prokopenko & Kevins,
2020). According to Green et al. (2020), this decrease in positive social interactions could result
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in a variety of negative consequences for 2SLGBTQ+ youth, such as increased suicidality,
dysphoria, and anxiety, and decreased optimism about the future beyond COVID-19.
Due to public health regulations (i.e., isolation and physical distancing), these youth faced
disruptions in the positive development of their sexual and gender identities as many were
separated from the communities that typically support them in this journey (Hawke et al., 2021).
Additionally, 2SLGBTQ+ youth and especially gender diverse youth, reported having unmet
needs surrounding their gender-affirming therapy and mental health care as many had
confidentiality concerns around attending online care from the places where they were isolating
(Hawke et al., 2021).
While research on the overall effects of COVID-19 is ongoing, some scholars suggest
that online communities are crucial in combatting the potentially adverse social impacts (Egale
Canadian Human Rights Trust, 2020; Fish et al., 2020; Green et al., 2020; Hawke et al., 2021). It
is especially important for youth to understand that they can be supported in other ways when
physical proximity is not possible (Green et al., 2020). Scholars are encouraging 2SLGBTQ+
youth programmers to engage youth virtually in dedicated spaces that affirm 2SLGBTQ+
identities and allow youth to continue sharing their gender/sexual identity journeys in order to
help better understand their own (Green et al., 2020; Hawke et al., 2021). It is also important that
2SLGBTQ+ youth are involved in the planning and development of these initiatives to ensure
programming is relevant to their needs during COVID-19 and beyond (Hawke et al., 2021). The
current project sought to do exactly that, bringing together 2SLGBTQ+ youth in an online setting
focused on shared identity and interests, to increase social connection during this period of
immense isolation.
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Summary of Research Gaps
Though creative writing methods have previously been used as a tool to increase youth
wellbeing, the published examples are minimal and even more so when looking distinctively at
2SLGBTQ+ youth (Bensel et al., 2018; Fair et al., 2012; Gonçalves et al., 2015; Huerta, 2018).
Further, to my knowledge none of the studies that have been conducted have additionally
assessed the outcomes of peer-led methods, which have the potential to increase the wellbeing
benefits of creative writing. Rainbow Writes sought to address these gaps by combining various
aspects of 2SLGBTQ+ youth programs to bring together the benefits of peer-leadership and
creative writing interventions through an online medium. Online programming gained additional
importance during COVID-19 (Fish et al., 2020), making the results from this study interesting
to apply to future creative writing groups outside of the COVID-19 context. Using a mixed
methods perspective not often utilized in 2SLGBTQ+ youth work, this study highlights the
importance of youth input in program decision-making and the possibility for peer-led creative
writing groups to increase wellbeing.
Research Objectives and Questions
There were three main objectives to this research. The first exploratory objective was to
examine how COVID-19 affected the wellbeing of 2SLGBTQ+ youth in various cities across
Canada and whether or not a newly designed online, peer-led creative writing intervention may
reduce the impact of these stressors. This objective is related to the following research questions:
(1a) What are some of the ways COVID-19 created stressors for 2SLGBTQ+ youth in
Canada?
(1b) Can peer-led creative writing programs like Rainbow Writes help alleviate the
effects of any of the stressors caused by the COVID-19 pandemic?
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A second objective was to examine the short-term impacts of an online peer-led, creative
writing group on 2SLGBTQ+ youth by comparing their emotional, psychological, and social
wellbeing before and after the program to explore whether such interventions could eventually
be used for PYD. This objective represents the second research question:
(2) How can peer-led creative writing programs like Rainbow Writes impact the
emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing of 2SLGBTQ+ youth?
The final objective was to formatively evaluate Rainbow Writes, assessing the strengths
and challenges associated with the implementation of an online peer-led creative group for
2SLGBTQ+ youth versus the expectations and concerns youth had when joining the program.
This objective represents the two final research questions:
(3a) What are the identified expectations and concerns for participants’ joining Rainbow
Writes and how can the program work to meet these expectations and alleviate these concerns?
(3b) Which aspects of this online peer-led creative writing group do youth consider to be
strengths and areas to improve?
Methods
Positionality
As a white, cisgender, queer woman, I have lived experience and insider knowledge of
the 2SLGBTQ+ community but not all facets nor intersectional identities within it. Given my
outsider status to the trans/non-binary and BIPOC communities, I worked to achieve
representation in Rainbow Writes by reaching out to diverse 2SLGBTQ+ organizations across
Canada for study advertisements. It was important to me to hear and highlight these voices in my
work, and as a white woman, to provide a supportive space for all 2SLGBTQ+ and racialized
identities by ensuring participants had others in the group who better understood their nuanced
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experiences. This work stems from my desire to explore new ways to foster social support and
wellbeing in 2SLGBTQ+ youth, as well as create a safe and inclusive environment for diverse
community members.
Research Paradigm
The research was framed from a pragmatic perspective. The pragmatic paradigm is
characterized by its emphasis on shared-meaning making and joint action, in order to create
feasible solutions to real-world problems (Fishman, 1991; Shannon-Baker, 2016). Commonly
framed through mixed method designs, this paradigm is centred around the importance of the
research question and an interest in determining the meaning of phenomena (Shannon-Baker,
2016). One reason pragmatism is particularly useful in mixed methods is its ability to integrate
qualitative and quantitative findings in order to complement advantages and disadvantages of
each (i.e., complementarity). Pragmatic paradigm also highlights the importance of actionoriented projects that concretely aim at improving the effectiveness of social programs and is
often used in designing and evaluating programs to determine their usefulness and
“transferability” to other contexts (Fishman, 1991).
Design
This study followed a mixed methods design consisting of a ten week online creative
writing program run with two groups, assessed using individual pre- and post-interviews with
both quantitative and qualitative components. Additionally, a brief group-level midway
evaluation was conducted at the five-week mark of each group to assess how the program was
progressing and changes to make for the remaining weeks. This study was approved by the
Wilfrid Laurier University Research Ethics Board (REB #6603).
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Recruitment and Participants
Participant recruitment for the current study was conducted online, primarily through paid
social media advertisements on Facebook and Instagram from the Rainbow Writes Facebook
page and posts from various diverse 2SLGBTQ+ youth organizations across Canada (e.g.,
SPECTRUM, Stella’s Place, LGBTQ Youth Grande Prairie, PSN Halton). The majority of
participants found the study through the paid Instagram advertisements. Interested participants
were asked to complete an initial online contact form to determine eligibility based on age (1418), location (within Canada), language (ability to speak and understand English), and
2SLGBTQ+ status (yes or no self-identification). If participants were deemed eligible, they were
contacted through their desired means of communication (i.e., email, text, call) and a preinterview was arranged. After the initial limit of 12 youth expressed interest (a number originally
set to keep the group size small and personal), the study received ethics approval to run a second
group of a similar size to accommodate the remainder of youth who completed the contact form.
All youth provided their own consent to mitigate disclosure concerns that may arise around
obtaining parental consent. Participants were compensated with a $20 gift card for each
interview, as well as a $10 food card and a $10 Indigo gift card for the pre-interview to allow for
the purchase of snacks and writing supplies.
Participants were 20 self-identifying 2SLGBTQ+ youth across Canada; 17 participants
completed the entirety of the program including the pre- and post-interviews. The remaining
three of the total 20 participants completed some of the program but were lost to attrition before
the post-interview. To represent their participation in the groups, they are included in Table 1
general demographics, Table 2 pre-interview gender and sexuality demographics, and qualitative
pre-interview results, but none of the post-results. One individual was only able to attend the first
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Rainbow Writes session and therefore was not included in the analysis or the total count of N =
20.
Two separate groups were run at different times consecutively to accommodate various
time zones: Group I with 11 youth from Ontario and Group II with nine youth from various
provinces and territories. The majority of youth were 16 years-old (n = 6; 30%), followed by 15
(n = 4; 20%), 17 (n = 4; 20%), 18 (n = 4; 20%), and a small number of 14-year-old youth (n = 2;
10%). While the majority of participants identified as white North American (n = 11; 55%) there
were a diverse range of racial/ethnic identities represented in the study (e.g., Indigenous and
white North American, n = 3, 15%; South Asian, n = 2, 10%). The same can be said of religious
backgrounds. While most participants identified as agnostic/atheist (n = 12; 60%) other religions
were represented in the sample (e.g., Catholic, n = 2, 10%; Indigenous Spiritual, n = 1, 5%;
Muslim, n = 1, 5%). Most youth also reported always having enough food to eat (n = 16; 80%)
and various essentials available if and when they needed them on the relative deprivation scale
(M = 4.62 out of 5; Trans Youth CAN!, 2018). A summary of general pre-interview participant
demographics is shown in Table 1.
All youth self-identified with either a diverse gender or sexual identity and were asked to
use their own words to describe that identity (see Table 2). 2SLGBTQ+ identities and
gender/sexuality disclosure (i.e., who participants had told about their 2SLGBTQ+ status; see
Table 3) as well as school situation were asked both pre- and post-program to see if there were
any changes. School situation showed no changes in any participant so only pre-interview results
are reported here. The remainder of demographic measures (e.g., racial identity, religion) were
only asked in the pre-interview stage.
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Table 1
Summary of Participants’ Demographic Information Pre-Interview (N = 20)
Identity or Demographic Characteristic
n (%)
Age, M (SD)
16.2 (1.3)
Racial Identity
White North American/White European
11 (55%)
Indigenous & White North American/White
3 (15%)
European
South Asian
2 (10%)
Black African, Black Canadian, Black
1 (5%)
Caribbean, Indo Caribbean, Latinx, South
Asian, White European
Black Caribbean & White North American
1 (5%)
East Asian & White North American
1 (5%)
Indigenous
1 (5%)
Religion
Agnostic/Atheist
12 (60%)
Catholic
2 (10%)
Indigenous Spiritual & Atheist
1 (5%)
Indigenous Spiritual
1 (5%)
Muslim
1 (5%)
Neopagan & Quaker
1 (5%)
Sikh
1 (5%)
Spiritual
1 (5%)
Geographic Residence
City
15 (75%)
Suburb
3 (15%)
Rural Area
2 (10%)
Stable Living Situation Pre-Interview
18a (90%)
Stable Living Situation Post-Interview
15b (88%)
School Situation
Public High School
16 (80%)
University/College
3 (15%)
Not Enrolled in School
1 (5%)
Food Deprivation (past 12 months)
Always had enough food to eat
16 (80%)
Sometimes did not have enough food to eat
4 (20%)
Relative Deprivation Scalec M (SD)
4.6 (0.7)
a
Number of participants who answered “yes” when asked if they had a stable living situation out of N = 20.
b

Number of participants who answered “yes” when asked if they had a stable living situation out of N = 17.

c

Score > 4 on the Relative Deprivation Scale indicates participants “often” or “always" had access to essentials if

and when they needed them.
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Table 2
Summary of Participants’ 2SLGBTQ+ Identities
Identity or Demographic
Pre-Interview
Post-Interview
Characteristic
n (%)
n (%)
Gender Identity
Female/Girl
7 (35%)
5 (29.4%)
Non-binary/Agender
6 (30%)
7 (41.2%)
Male/Boy
2 (10%)
2 (11.8%)
Fluid Female
2 (10%)
Trans/Trans Masculine
2 (10%)
1 (5.9%)
Questioning
1 (5%)
1 (5.9%)
Prefer not to say
1 (5.9%)
Sexual Identity
Bisexual/Bi-curious
7 (35%)
3 (17.6%)
Gay/Lesbian
6 (30%)
5 (29.4%)
Pansexual
1 (5%)
1 (5.9%)
Queer
2 (10%)
3 (17.6%)
Questioning
1 (5%)
1 (5.9%)
Mostly Straight
1 (5%)
1 (5.9%)
Asexual/Asexual Lesbian
2 (10%)
2 (11.8%)
Different
1 (5.9%)
Notes. Participants used their own words to describe their gender/sexual identities.
Pre-Interview N = 20; Post-Interview N = 17.

Table 3
Summary of Participants’ Gender/Sexuality Disclosure Pre & Post-Interview (N = 17)
Identity or Demographic
Characteristic
Diverse Gender
Identificationa
Gender Disclosure Scale
Parents
Siblings
Extended Family
Online Friends
2SLGBTQ+ Friends
Other Friends
Classmates
Extracurricular Leaders
Teachers
Diverse Sexual
Identificationb
Sexuality Disclosure Scale
Parents
Siblings
Extended Family

Yes
12 (70.6%)

Pre-Interview
n (%)
No
Some but not all
5 (29.4%)
-

5 (29.4%)
6 (35.3%)
1 (5.9%)
11 (64.7%)
11 (64.7%)
9 (52.9%)
4 (23.5%)
4 (23.5%)
6 (35.3%)
16 (94.1%)

7 (41.2%)
5 (29.4%)
8 (47.1%)
1 (5.9%)
2 (11.8%)
4 (23.5%)
5 (29.4%)
5 (29.4%)
1 (5.9%)

3 (17.6%)
1 (5.9%)
1 (5.9%)
4 (23.5%)
2 (11.8%)
1 (5.9%)
-

1 (5.9%)
1 (5.9%)
-

10 (58.8%)
8 (47.1%)
5 (29.4%)

5 (29.4%)
5 (29.4%)
8 (47.1%)

1 (5.9%)
2 (11.8%)
3 (17.6%)

1 (5.9%)
-

Not applicable
-
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Table 3 (continued)
Summary of Participants’ Gender/Sexuality Disclosure Pre & Post-Interview (N = 17)
Identity or Demographic
Characteristic
Online Friends
2SLGBTQ+ Friends
Other Friends
Classmates
Extracurricular Leaders
Teachers
Identity or Demographic
Characteristic

Yes
15 (88.2%)
14 (82.4%)
12 (70.6%)
7 (41.2%)
4 (23.5%)
5 (29.4%)

Pre-Interview
n (%)
No
Some but not all
1 (5.9%)
1 (5.9%)
3 (17.6%)
4 (23.5%)
5 (29.4%)
8 (47.1%)
1 (5.9%)
8 (47.1%)
2 (11.8%)

Not applicable
1 (5.9%)
1 (5.9%)
2 (11.8%)
1 (5.9%)

Post-Interview
n (%)

Diverse Gender
13 (76.5%)
4 (23.5%)
Identificationa
Gender Disclosure Scale
Parents
6 (35.3%)
7 (41.2%)
Siblings
7 (41.2%)
3 (17.6%)
2 (11.8%)
1 (5.9%)
Extended Family
3 (17.6%)
8 (47.1%)
2 (11.8%)
Online Friends
13 (76.5%)
2SLGBTQ+ Friends
12 (70.6%)
1 (5.9%)
Other Friends
11 (64.7%)
2 (11.8%)
Classmates
7 (41.2%)
5 (29.4%)
1 (5.9%)
Extracurricular Leaders
5 (29.4%)
6 (35.3%)
1 (5.9%)
1 (5.9%)
Teachers
6 (35.3%)
6 (35.3%)
1 (5.9%)
Diverse Sexual
16 (94.1%)
1 (5.9%)
Identificationb
Sexuality Disclosure Scale
Parents
10 (58.8%)
4 (23.5%)
2 (11.8%)
Siblings
11 (64.7%)
2 (11.8%)
2 (11.8%)
1 (5.9%)
Extended Family
5 (29.4%)
8 (47.1%)
3 (17.6%)
Online Friends
16 (94.1%)
2SLGBTQ+ Friends
16 (94.1%)
Other Friends
16 (94.1%)
Classmates
9 (52.9%)
3 (17.6%)
3 (17.6%)
1 (5.9%)
Extracurricular Leaders
6 (35.3%)
6 (35.3%)
1 (5.9%)
3 (17.6%)
Teachers
4 (23.5%)
9 (52.9%)
2 (11.8%)
1 (5.9%)
Note. Only results from those who answered “yes” to having a diverse gender or sexual identity and completed both
pre- and post-survey (n = 17), are included in the gender and sexual disclosure scale.
a

Response to the question: “Do you identify with having a diverse gender identity?”

b

Response to the question: “Do you identify with having a diverse sexual identity?”
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Rainbow Writes: A Peer-Led Creative Writing Group
I developed Rainbow Writes based on various readings about youth creative writing
(Bensel, 2018; Gold, 2014; Hardy & Monypenny, 2019; Lauer & Goldfield, 1970), consultation
with existing creative writing group leaders in Canada, and my own past participation in online
and in-person creative writing groups. I created the basic program structure by amalgamating
aspects from each of these sources. For example, through a meeting with the director of The
Alexandra Writers’ Centre Society, it was determined that programming should be developed
based on suggestions from the youth, that it is helpful for youth to make their own group
agreement (i.e., guidelines for keeping the group safe and inclusive), and that one should adapt
programming as time progresses based on youth feedback.
From my own writing group experience, the system of starting with a weekly check-in
and introductory write as well as ending with a closing reading was established, as well as the
methods determined for group sharing (discussed below). The remainder of my program
development was based on creative writing literature (Bensel, 2018; Gold, 2014; Hardy &
Monypenny, 2019; Lauer & Goldfield, 1970) and my previous experience working with youth in
other settings. Overall, the program included a mix of peer- and adult-leadership (Bensel, 2018;
Hardy & Monypenny, 2019; Hauseman, 2016), with significant room for sharing and receiving
feedback as well as unstructured conversation time to facilitate group bonding.
I also developed a logic model in advance of the program to map out how specific aspects
might lead to the desired outcomes (see Appendix A). For example, it was expected that the
program structure and activities would lead to various short-term, medium term, and potentially
long-term outcomes. Goals for short-term learning included developing coping strategies through
writing and social connection, developing general writing skills, and increasing confidence and
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positive feelings about the self. Desired medium-term outcomes included participants’ enacting
learned coping strategies, asking their communities for support when needed, and the ability to
share difficult feelings with others through writing. Finally, the long-term desired outcomes of
Rainbow Writes were to reduce isolation and increase participants’ overall wellbeing,
confidence, self-expression, and connection to the 2SLGBTQ+ youth community.
Each creative writing group met for 1.5 hours weekly for ten weeks on Zoom; one group
from September to December, the other from October to January. The exception was the fifth
week, which was two hours long to accommodate the brief midway evaluation. I facilitated both
groups and each was co-facilitated by a different research assistant from the Community
Psychology program at Wilfrid Laurier University (one masters’ and one PhD student). The role
of the co-facilitators was to participate in all activities and set an example for participants in
terms of sharing their work. Co-facilitators would also sit in on breakout rooms to participate and
monitor youth, as well as assist me in conflict resolution should any arise (such assistance was
not needed throughout the ten weeks). Since there was no way to enforce program attendance,
attendance varied, with Group II showing slightly lower attendance rates than Group I (Group I
M = 7.9 out of 10 sessions, Group II M = 7.2 out of 10 sessions).
During each group’s first session, the program began by developing ground rules which
were referred to for the duration of Rainbow Writes as the “group agreement.” The development
of this agreement was facilitated by the group leaders, but all guidelines were suggested by
youth. This included agreements on group atmosphere and behaviour such as “keep an open
mind”, “assume people are coming from the best place”, and “use inclusive language and
words.” For a full copy of both groups’ agreements, see Appendix B. Participants were then
introduced to an emergency crisis-counsellor who specialized in working with 2SLGBTQ+
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youth and were informed they could access one counselling session covered by the study if
desired. Having this option has been noted as optimal in creative writing groups for marginalized
youth (Gold, 2014).
The concept of peer-leading was then introduced to group members. Each Rainbow
Writes participant had the opportunity to select a week that they would like to lead either a
shorter or longer writing activity of their choice for their peers. This was done through use of a
Doodle poll left open for the duration of the group if they changed their minds. It was explained
that each peer-leader could choose to meet with me individually on Zoom in the week leading up
to their activity to plan together. Though participation in peer-leading was optional, many of the
youth chose to participate (n = 12). Members were then introduced to the Rainbow Writers’
Toolkit, a guide I developed for participants containing various creative writing activities they
could draw ideas from for leading their activity Examples of some prompts and activities
explored in Rainbow Writes, as well as a copy of the Rainbow Writers’ Toolkit, can be found in
Appendix C.
Participants were also encouraged to sign up through a Doodle poll to share a closing
reading of their choosing with the group on a week of their choice. These readings were typically
brief and could be something participants wrote themselves or any form of writing/literature they
had recently enjoyed. Closing readings could be read aloud, or if participants were
uncomfortable, they could post the text in the Zoom chat or a co-facilitator could read it aloud
for them. If no one signed up to do the closing reading, myself or the co-facilitator volunteered.
Each subsequent session followed the same basic structure: brief introductory question
from one of the adult facilitators (or a participant if they so chose) (15 minutes), introductory
free-writing prompt and sharing typically facilitated by one of the adult facilitators (15 minutes),
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longer writing activity and sharing typically facilitated by a group member (45 minutes), final
announcements and closing reading (15 minutes). A five-minute break at the halfway point was
initially offered to group members, though youth decided that they would prefer to take informal
breaks when they desired so as not to interrupt the session flow. A similar program structure has
been cited by creative writing scholars as the optimal sequence for eliciting deep responses while
still allowing flexibility in programming (Gold, 2014; Lander, 2020; M. Rhoades, 2012).
Participants were encouraged to participate with their cameras and microphones on and
speak freely to facilitate group cohesion. Sharing was highly encouraged in Rainbow Writes and
a variety of techniques were used to facilitate this. I introduced a basic structure for sharing,
which involved pre-assigning the sharing order at the beginning of each week based on order of
entry into the Zoom meeting, asking each member individually if they would like to share, and
allowing anyone to pass with the option offered again after everyone had a turn. Participants
were never asked to justify their decision if they choose not to share and instead were met with
encouragement and support. Sharing with the entire group was typically done for the opening
question and shorter write, whereas breakout rooms ranging from 2-5 participants were the
preferred method for longer writes.
Finally, both groups decided in the first session to create a Discord channel for out-ofgroup communication. This was the preferred method for program reminders, so the cofacilitators and I were added to the group channels. I monitored the Discord channel periodically
to ensure no harm was occurring and no member was breaking the established group agreement.
Ultimately, participants used the Discord for personal and group communication, sharing
personal stories, creative writing and visual art pieces, and letting each other know whether or
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not they would be able to attend sessions. I also used this platform to coordinate one-on-one
meeting times with the participant who would be peer-leading each week.
Finally, I kept a reflective journal throughout the program on attendance, general
observations, and my feelings regarding the sessions. This included observations on participant
engagement and any anecdotal changes I was seeing in participants (e.g., sharing their writing
more confidently, speaking up in group discussions, changes in appearance or pronouns that
reflected identity markers). Reflections on participant engagement were used to inform
development of future weekly activities based on what participants seemed to enjoy or not.
Data Collection Instruments
The pre-interview consisted of an online quantitative survey followed by a semi-structured
qualitative interview that was facilitated one-on-one by me and recorded on Microsoft Teams.
Most pre-interviews were conducted before the start of the program with the exception of two
participants who, due to scheduling, completed their interview a few days after the first session.
The post-interview was conducted in the same manner, no more than three weeks following
program completion. Additionally, an anonymous feedback box was offered to youth at the postinterview stage, however since none submitted a response, there are no results to report. To
ensure the quality of data, all quantitative scales used are empirically validated (i.e., adequate
validity and reliability) and have been used on a similar population (i.e., either 2SLGBTQ+,
youth, or both) (Ali, 2016; Bariola et al., 2017; Berona et al., 2020; Gray & Moore, 2018; Keyes,
2009a; Keyes, 2013; Riggle et al., 2014; Riggle et al., 2017; Simon & Farr, 2021; Trans Youth
CAN!, 2018; Wu et al., 2020). How the quantitative data collection instruments and qualitative
interview questions map on to specific wellbeing outcomes is shown in Table 4 (with
quantitative scales further defined and explained in the measures section).
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Table 4
Wellbeing Constructs
Wellbeing
Outcome

Definition
(Keyes, 2002)

Emotional
Wellbeing

A cluster of
symptoms
reflecting the
presence of
positive feelings
and absence of
negative
feelings about
life

Psychological
Wellbeing

The presence or
absence of
positive
functioning in
life

Social
Wellbeing

The presence or
absence of
positive
appraisals about
one’s social
functioning in
life

Related
Constructs in
Thesis
Individual is in
good spirits, does
not feel hopeless,
has positive
affect, a relative
absence of
negative affect,
and perceived
satisfaction with
their life.
Individual likes
most parts of
themself, has a
direction in life,
has a degree of
self-acceptance,
confidence,
autonomy, and
positive identity.
Individual feels
socially connected
to their
communities,
including feelings
of belonging,
acceptance, and
support.

Quantitative
Measures

Qualitative
Pre- Interview
Questions
a) What are a few things in your life
that make you feel good?
b) Is there anything in your life you
find challenging or not so good?

Qualitative
Post-Interview
Questions
a) Do you think this group has impacted your
wellbeing in any way – positively or negatively?
If so, could you describe how?

MHC-SF
LGB-PIM

a) What are some things about yourself
that make you feel good?
b) Is there anything that makes you feel
not so good about yourself?
c) Would you say you generally feel
positively or negatively about your
2SLGBTQ+ identity?

MHC-SF
MOS-SSS
PSOC-LGBT

a) What do you think makes a good
community?
b) Do you feel you have a good
community or support system in your
life? Why or why not?
c) Think of a time you felt safe and
accepted by a community or group.
Can you describe what was it about this
situation that made you feel that way?
d) I’m going to ask you to think of a
time you felt not so accepted, perhaps
even excluded. Can you describe what
it was about that situation that made
you feel that way?

a) Do you think this group has impacted your
wellbeing in any way – positively or negatively?
If so, could you describe how?
b) Has interacting with other members of the
2SLGBTQ+ community in group changed how
you feel at all about your gender/sexual
identity? If yes, in what way?
c) Do you think this group has impacted how
you feel about yourself in any way? How so?
a) Do you think this group has impacted your
wellbeing in any way – positively or negatively?
If so, could you describe how?
b) Now that we’ve spent a few months in this
community group, what do you feel makes a
good community?
c) Could you describe a time during this group
where you felt particularly supported or
encouraged by the members, if any?
d) Could you think of a time during this group
where you did not feel supported or accepted?
What made you feel that way and how could it
have gone differently?

MHC-SF
PHQ-4
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Demographics
Demographics were gathered in the pre-survey for descriptive purposes. Questions
included age, gender identity, degree of gender disclosure, sexual identity, degree of sexual
identity disclosure, racial identity, education/school situation, food and housing security, area of
residence (rural, urban, suburban etc.), and religious background. The youth relative deprivation
scale was included to determine whether or not youth had access to basic supplies including
school supplies, seasonal clothing, internet access, essential clothing, and reliable transportation
when they needed to get somewhere (Trans Youth CAN!, 2018). This scale was developed by
Trans Youth CAN! (2018) as a way to assess whether youth have access to various resources
without having to ask directly about household income, as youth commonly are not aware of
their familial income level. Food and housing security questions (i.e., “How often in the past 12
months have you had enough food to eat in your household?” and “Do you feel you have a stable
place to live?”) were additionally added to determine relative deprivation (Trans Youth CAN!,
2018).
In terms of demographics, only gender and sexual identity, degree of gender and
sexuality disclosure, school situation, and living situation were asked in the post-interview to
assess differences. In the post-interview, participants were also asked to identify a pseudonym to
attach to their quotations in any publishable study output.
Quantitative Measures
Overall Wellbeing. To assess overall wellbeing, the Mental Health Continuum Short Form
(MHC-SF) was used. The MHC-SF consists of 14 items determined to represent the different
facets of wellbeing: emotional, psychological, and social (Keyes, 2009a). Items are rated on a
scale of “never”, “once or twice”, “about once a week”, “about 2 or 3 times a week”, “almost
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every day”, and “every day” for the past month (Keyes, 2009a). Keyes (2009a) presents both an
adult and adolescent version of the MHC-SF, with the only difference being the addition of
school as an example of a community one might belong to. For analysis, subscales were grouped
into hedonic, i.e., emotional wellbeing (3-items; α = .78) and eudaimonic, i.e., social and
psychological (11-items; α = .72) wellbeing. While hedonic and eudaimonic scores from the
MHC-SF tap into these three dimensions of wellbeing, additional indicators were considered for
each to provide a more in-depth analysis. These indicators are demonstrated below.
Emotional Wellbeing. To quantitatively assess emotional wellbeing, the Four-Item Patient
Health Questionnaire for Anxiety and Depression (PHQ-4) was used. The PHQ-4 (Kroenke et
al., 2009) is commonly used in clinical and research settings to assess whether individuals are
experiencing distress symptoms. The scale asks about the presence of two anxiety and two
depression symptoms and their frequency over the past two weeks on a scale from 0 (“Not at
all”) to 3 (“Nearly every day”). These subscales showed high internal consistency in the current
study: anxiety (2-items; α = .69) and depression (2-items; α = .80).
For the purposes of this study, the PHQ-4 was not used as a diagnostic tool, but as a proxy
indicator for negative affect in terms of lack of emotional wellbeing. The PHQ-4 was chosen to
represent the negative affect component of Keyes’ (2002) emotional wellbeing model as the
items mirror the positive emotional affect items (i.e., hedonic items) on the MHC-SF (Keyes,
2009a). For example, the MHC-SF asks participants how often they have felt happy (i.e., positive
affect), whereas the PHQ-4 asks how often they have felt down, depressed, or hopeless (i.e.,
negative affect) (Keyes, 2009a; Kroenke et al., 2009). Where the MHC-SF asks how often
participants have been interested in life, the PHQ-4 asks how often they have experienced little
interest or pleasure in doing things (Keyes, 2009a; Kroenke et al., 2009).
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Several scholars have previously assessed emotional wellbeing by measuring levels of
negative affect including symptoms similar to those on the PHQ-4, such as feeling hopeless,
worthless, or so sad nothing could cheer you up (relating to depression) or feeling nervous,
restless, fidgety, or worrying needlessly (relating to anxiety) (Huta, 2017; Keyes, 2000; Keyes,
2013). For this reason, the PHQ-4 is used as a quantitative proxy for lack of emotional wellbeing
in the current study.
Psychological Wellbeing. The Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Positive Identity Measure
(LBG-PIM; Riggle et al., 2014) is a 25-item measure using a 7-point Likert scale from 1
(“strongly disagree”) to 7 (“strongly agree”) used to measure current psychological wellbeing
and positive identity in the following areas: self-awareness, authenticity, belonging to the LGBT
community, intimate relationships, and commitment to social justice. Though originally applied
only to the lesbian, gay, and bisexual population, the wording of scale items as well as the
broadness of the questions (i.e., not asking specifically about sexuality vs. gender identity)
makes the scale inclusive and applicable to other 2SLGBTQ+ identities. This modification has
been applied by previous scholars using the LGB-PIM (Gray & Moore, 2018; Simon & Farr,
2021).
In the current study, the term “LGBT” in all items was changed to “2SLGBTQ+” and the
intimate relationships subscale was eliminated as it is more applicable in adult populations and
could be considered invasive in the context of the current research. Additionally, two items were
eliminated from the social justice subscale at the time of analysis based on the fact that they were
contributing to decreased internal consistency. After that deletion, high internal reliability on all
subscales was determined: self-awareness (5-items; α = .71), authenticity (5-items; α = .85),
community (5-items; α = .76), and social justice (3-items; α = .78).
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Social Wellbeing. To assess social wellbeing in Rainbow Writes, the Medical Outcomes
Study Social Support Scale (MOS-SSS) and the Psychological Sense of LGBT Community Scale
(PSOC-LGBT) were used. The MOS-SSS, originally developed by Sherbourne and Stewart
(1991) and later standardized by Zanini et al. (2018), is a 19-item questionnaire assessed by a 4point Likert scale (0 (“Never”) to 4 (“Always”)) in response to the question “How often are the
following types of support currently available if and when you need them?”. The scale is made
up of four factors of social support: emotional/informational support (8-items; α = .88), meaning
someone to rely on for sharing concerns and feelings, material support (4-items; α = .85),
meaning practical support such as doctor visits and help with meals, affective support (3-items; α
= .90) meaning the recognition that there are people in their social network that love them, and
positive social interaction (4-items; α = .88), meaning people whom they can enjoy moments of
pleasure and relaxation with (Zanini et al., 2018). The higher the overall score, the greater the
perceived social support.
Trans Youth CAN! (2018) adapted this scale for gender diverse youth, making the language
more accessible by changing the Likert scale to 1 (“None of the time”) to 5 (“All of the time”).
Additionally, a checklist was added at the end of the scale to assess where youth felt they
received the overall support from, upon recommendation from Zanini et al. (2018). Since
Rainbow Writes sample was similar to Trans Youth CAN! (2018), the adapted Likert scale was
used and a list relevant to the current study was used to assess whom the youth receive social
support from (e.g., parents, online friends, peers in this group).
In this study, the PSOC-LGBT was used to measure participants’ current connection to the
2SLGBTQ+ community. The PSOC-LGBT, developed by Lin and Israel (2012) is a 22-item
scale measuring 2SLGBTQ+ sense of community on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (“None”) to 5
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(“A great deal”) where higher scores indicate higher levels of LGBT belonging. Adapted from a
previous scale used primarily with gay men (PSOCS; Proescholdbell et al., 2006), the PSOCLGBT includes five subscales: influence (5-items; α = .73), shared emotional connection (5items; α = .84), membership (3-items; α = .72), needs fulfillment (3-items; α = .77), and
community existence (5-items; α = .88). One item (“How much do you care what other
2SLGBTQ+ people think of your actions?”) was removed from the influence subscale based on
its contribution to decreased internal consistency.
Group Evaluation. Two measures were used in the post-interview to quantitatively assess
participants’ perceptions of the various aspects of program implementation. The TFI-19 (Joyce et
al., 2011) is a 19-item, shortened version of the Therapeutic Factors Inventory by Lese and
MacNair-Semands (2000) originally assessing Yalom’s (1995) eleven therapeutic factors. The
TFI-19 assesses group effectiveness based on four broad factors: instillation of hope (e.g.,
“things seem more hopeful since joining the group”; 4-items; α = .84), secure emotional
expression (e.g., “I get to vent my feelings in group”; 7-items; α = .79), awareness of relational
impact (e.g., “group has shown me the importance of other people in my life”; 4-items; α = .82),
and social learning (e.g., “in group sometimes I learn by watching and later imitating what
happens”; 3-items; α = .63). It uses a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 7
(“Strongly agree”), with higher scores indicating higher group effectiveness on that factor.
Though originally applied to group counselling, the items are worded in a way that applies well
to other forms of social support groups; however, item 6 (“In group I’ve really seen the social
impact my family has had on my life”) was eliminated for potential lack of applicability outside
a therapeutic setting and lack of clarity for youth (Joyce et al., 2011). In addition, the wording of
one of the items, “It’s okay for me to be angry in group,” was altered to read, “It’s okay for me to
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express negative emotions in group,” since there were typically no events in Rainbow Writes that
would spark anger. In the current study, scores on each of the factors helped to identify if there
were any distinct areas for improvement.
Additionally, group evaluation ratings were developed and used to assess which aspects of
the program were considered to be strengths and areas for improvement. Participants were asked
to rate various aspects of the program (e.g., writing activities, leading the group, timing) on a
scale of 0 (“Extremely unsatisfactory) to 10 (“Extremely satisfactory”). After the first postinterview with a participant took place, two clarifying questions were added to the program
length ratings (i.e., If unsatisfactory, would you have had it be shorter or longer?”).
Qualitative Interview
Semi-structured interviews were conducted pre- and post-program to qualitatively explore
important themes related to the research questions. These included questions surrounding
COVID-19 context, emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing, expectations and concerns
for the program (in the pre-interview stage) and strengths and challenges of program
implementation (in the post-interview stage). Additionally, at the conclusion of the program
youth were asked to choose a piece of writing they created in Rainbow Writes that they wished
to share for the study and subsequently read it aloud during the interview. In both interviews,
qualitative questions on mental health distress symptoms were not included. Explicit questions
on negative emotional affect were covered only with the PHQ-4 (Kroenke et al., 2009) for
ethical considerations, as it seemed irresponsible to have an in-depth discussion on significant
mental health concerns before the program began and without the presence of a crisis-trained
counsellor. If youth did speak about mental health distress on their own they were not
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discouraged but were asked after the interview concluded if they would like to connect with
counsellor on-call.
In terms of pre-group expectations and concerns, the intention of identifying program
expectations was to be able to compare them with final evaluations to see whether youths’ goals
for Rainbow Writes were achieved. The intention of identifying concerns was to ensure youth
felt safe and welcome in the group by offering solutions or comfort surrounding these worries.
For example, if a participant was concerned about privacy, they were reminded that everyone
had signed a confidentiality agreement, they could turn off their camera/microphone whenever
they chose, and they were free to leave and join meetings should they ever be interrupted by
someone they would prefer not to know about the group. I also brought up certain expectations
and concerns during the development of the group agreement in the first session if participants
did not feel comfortable mentioning them themselves.
I held both interviews one-on-one with participants and recorded them on a secure
Microsoft Teams account immediately following the quantitative survey component. All
interviews were conducted by me (the principal investigator) which is a recommended technique
to increase qualitative trustworthiness, helping ensure there is understanding and trust between
the researcher and participants (Shenton, 2004). Additionally, iterative questioning was used to
clarify any contradictory or surprising information uncovered in the interview and any
discrepancies found will be discussed in the results section (Shenton, 2004). Anecdotal
observations of participants from the reflective journal were also reflected upon before the postinterviews to guide me in relevant question prompts. This strategy is referred to as reflective
commentary by Shenton (2004).
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Brief Midway Qualitative Evaluation
An additional qualitative component of the study was my facilitation of a brief midway
evaluation conducted with each group at the fifth session. Both co-facilitators also attended the
midway evaluation but did not actively contribute. Youth were asked to identify three words to
describe the group, what they were enjoying so far, and what improvements could be
implemented for the remainder of the sessions. The purpose was to assess how the group was
progressing by providing a space where youth would feel comfortable expressing strengths and
challenges of the program with their peers. Any changes suggested that were possible to
implement were put in place for the remainder of the program and are discussed in results. The
brief midway evaluation was audio-recorded on Zoom and transcribed to provide data for the
strengths and challenges research objective.
Analysis
Quantitative Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to examine demographics and group evaluation measures.
To assess changes between pre- and post-intervention scores paired t-tests were performed,
allowing the identification of any significant changes at the group level. Furthermore, the
Reliable Change Index (RCI) was used to analyze changes on these outcomes at the individual
level (Jacobson & Truax, 1991).
The RCI is commonly used in clinical psychology to assess the efficacy of treatments and
can be particularly useful for looking at statistically significant individual score changes in small
sample studies such as this one (Zahra & Hedge, 2010). Specifically, the RCI assesses the
difference between pre and post-intervention scores to determine whether or not the magnitude
of these changes over the measurement of error bring participants closer to the overall population
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norm (Jacobson & Truax, 1991; Zahra & Hedge, 2010). If the RCI is greater than +/- 1.96, the
change is likely due to actual statistical difference (p < .05) and suggests potential program
efficacy (Jacobson & Truax, 1991). In the context of this study, the RCI was used to compare
pre-interview outcome scores with post-interview outcome scores and to analyze whether score
changes were significant beyond measurement error.
Qualitative Analysis
Deductive thematic analysis was used as the primary tool for qualitative data analysis in
this study. Thematic analysis is typically used in psychology to analyze qualitative interviews by
identifying, grouping and reporting important themes that come up across the data (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). Deductive thematic analysis is typically driven by a desire to explore certain
objectives or research questions, but still allows for flexibility in the coding process, inductively
adapting themes as new findings emerge from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
In this study, after all interviews and midway evaluations were transcribed by an external
transcription company, I checked them for accuracy and the initial structural coding was
conducted. Structural coding can be used as a first step in qualitative analysis to develop a
coding framework based on specific research questions or topics (Delve, n.d.). In the current
study, the initial framework was developed in collaboration between me and the co-facilitator of
Rainbow Writes Group II. Two sample interview pairs (a pair consisting of the pre- and postinterview transcript for one participant) were reviewed to deductively develop themes based on
COVID-19 stressors and the potential alleviation of these stressors, the wellbeing outcomes of
interest (i.e., emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing), group expectations and concerns in
the pre-interviews, and group strengths and improvements in the post-interviews.
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After the initial framework based on the research questions was agreed upon, all relevant
data was gathered into themes from the coding framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To increase
trustworthiness, double coding was conducted, meaning we as coders met regularly to discuss
and revise the framework based on emerging findings and compare codes. At this stage, themes
remained specific with the intent to review and merge similar themes to form broader concepts
after a first pass of analysis was complete. Additionally, an audit trail was maintained from study
development to completion to hold researchers accountable to decisions and allow transferability
to future contexts (Shenton, 2004).
In total, I coded seven interview pairs and the co-facilitator coded the remaining five.
Additionally, five transcript pairs were shared, where both coders independently analyzed the
transcripts then met to discuss and merge coding based on coding agreement. The midway
evaluations as well as the transcripts for those participants who only participated in the preinterview (n = 3) were coded by me alone and later checked by the additional coder.
Once all transcripts were coded, themes were reviewed and merged where similarities
were identified and the final coding framework was agreed upon by both coders (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). The top mentioned themes based on research questions and objectives are
reported in the results section as well as any less-mentioned themes deemed important or of
interest.
Mixed Methods Analysis
Using mixed methods in this study allowed the required depth and breadth to properly
understand the strengths and weaknesses of Rainbow Writes and how the program may have
impacted participants’ wellbeing (Odendaal et al., 2016). Data triangulation was used to integrate
quantitative and qualitative findings in the current study, which is commonly applied to
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pragmatic paradigm work and is helpful for obtaining different, but complimentary, data on the
same topic (Creswell, 2006; Odendaal et al., 2016). In formative evaluations, triangulation can
be useful to explore strengths and weaknesses of a program in order to inform future
development (Odendaal et al., 2016). Additionally, Shenton (2004) recommends triangulation as
a strategy for increasing trustworthiness in qualitative research.
The quantitative and qualitative aspects were collected concurrently and carried equal
weight in the current study, therefore the convergence model of triangulation was employed
(Creswell, 2006). This involves merging qualitative and quantitative data during interpretation to
create a more comprehensive understanding of the research questions (Creswell, 2006).
Practically, this strategy was employed by separately analyzing qualitative and quantitative data,
then comparing and contrasting themes from each to gain a fuller and more nuanced
understanding of how Rainbow Writes might have affected participants.
Results
The following section will present the mixed methods results on the impacts and
implementation of Rainbow Writes. Because quantitative and qualitative results were not found
to differ significantly between groups, all results are reported together. To triangulate the mixed
methods findings, quantitative and qualitative results will be discussed first separately and later
integrated together in both the results and discussion section. Regarding objective one and
research questions 1a) and 1b), I will first examine various COVID-19 stressors that 2SLGBTQ+
youth were experiencing and whether or not Rainbow Writes helped to alleviate any related
stressors. In relation to objective and research question two, I will then discuss how this
2SLGBTQ+ creative writing program may have impacted participants in terms of emotional,
psychological, and social wellbeing. Finally, in regard to objective three and research questions
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3a) and 3b), I will examine expectations and concerns youth had before joining the program
versus their final group evaluation, focusing on strengths and suggested improvements to
Rainbow Writes.
COVID-19 Context
It is important to frame this discussion by noting that Rainbow Writes was developed and
implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic. This context significantly impacted both how the
groups ran and the impacts it may have had on the youth, however, this is not to say that the
program cannot be effectively implemented outside of pandemic times. Though these groups
provided relief and distraction during the intense social isolation of COVID-19, social
connections are important for 2SLGBTQ+ youth far beyond the timeline of the pandemic. In the
pre-interview stage, youth were asked how COVID-19 had affected them thus far, and in the
post-interview stage, they were asked if the program helped to alleviate any related stressors.
According to the qualitative results presented below, many of the initial stressors identified by
youth were at least partially relieved by the implementation of Rainbow Writes.
Negative Impacts of COVID-19 – Pre-Interview
Youth mentioned many negative impacts that COVID-19 had on them before the start of
Rainbow Writes. The most frequently mentioned stressors were lack of social interaction and
isolation, online schooling, cancellation of extracurriculars, and limited access to services. These
themes will be discussed below. Two themes that were mentioned less often but are important to
mention as they pertain particularly to 2SLGBTQ+ youth, are exacerbated mental health
challenges and being forced to quarantine with unaccepting family members. Mental health
concerns included increased anxiety and loneliness, with a few youth noting that the pandemic
distinctly contributed to a decrease in their mental health. A few additional youth noted that
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COVID-19 was particularly difficult because their families were not yet accepting of their
identities, with one youth ultimately making the choice to move out during the pandemic because
his family was not accepting of his trans identity. Other stressors mentioned by a small number
of youth included: negative social interactions, concern for their own and others’ wellbeing,
moving homes due to COVID-19, financial insecurity, and the desire for normalcy.
Lack of Social Interaction and Isolation. When asked how COVID-19 was impacting
them, most participants stated that the lack of social interaction/connection was negatively
impacting their wellbeing. Participants cited this isolation as negatively impacting their mental
health, ability to go out and have fun, and trust for others (i.e., health concerns about how
seriously others were following public health regulations).
It’s just made me more wary about being around other people. Like, if I walk past
someone on the street, I’ll hold my breath. So, it’s kind of distrust in other people and
trying to stay away from other people, which is good, but also people are social animals,
so… (Bunny)2
Those who were in school also noted that when starting a new grade in September 2020,
it was very difficult to connect with those in their new classes because they had never met in
person. Those who resided in community living arrangements, such as university residences or
group homes, said that heavy restrictions on social interactions made their living situations
virtually intolerable, with one participant deciding to move back home in order to improve her
mental health.

2

All pseudonyms were chosen by the participants to represent their quotes throughout the report.
Participant numbers are used for those who did not choose a pseudonym.
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I'm seeing my friends less often. I used to be able to go walk my friends' dogs […] and
we used to go out and we used to have dinner together and then watch a movie and sleep
over. And we used to do a whole bunch of things together that we can't do anymore. So
it's – I feel very lonely, more so than normal. (Bear)
Some participants stated that it was even difficult to keep in contact with friends online,
as online interactions pose their own challenges. They expressed that while online programming
might be able to help the problem, there is something different and important about being able to
see someone’s face in-person, without a mask. P1 summed up common feelings during the
pandemic, saying “I hate being alone. I’m not… people aren’t built to be alone.”
Relatedly, youth also expressed concern around the lack of agency and freedom they
experienced during the pandemic and how it has negatively impacted their wellbeing. For the
youth in Rainbow Writes, this included not being able to participate in their regular activities
outside of their homes, not being allowed outside at all due to parental health concerns, and for
those living in communal living situations, not being allowed to leave their rooms to socialize.
Online Schooling. Another common area of concern for youth regarding COVID-19 was
their negative perceptions of online schooling. Various issues were mentioned, such as inability
to concentrate online, inability to make friends/socialize in their classes, confusion around
constantly altering schedules, and worry about not being prepared for future schooling. One
youth even cited online schooling specifically as a source of their anxiety:
Um... school is not the best. Especially the online bits because I've got - I'm a lot better at
doing schoolwork in class than on my own at home. So, the online parts have been more
difficult. But... yeah. That's where most of my anxiety comes from. (Amethyst)
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Cancellation of Extracurricular Activities. Several participants identified the
cancellation of their extracurricular activities as an area of concern during COVID-19, with
cancellations ranging across a variety of activities including 2SLGBTQ+ community groups,
school GSAs, and sports teams. This contributed to feelings of isolation, boredom, and lack of
normalcy, and was cited as a reason for many participants joining Rainbow Writes.
Lack of Access to Services. A final area of concern for youth in the initial interview was
the lack of structural support they experienced due to COVID-19. Youth expressed a need for
increased access to a variety of services including mental health, medical, and gender-affirming
care. They also requested increased 2SLGBTQ+ community, academic, and housing system
support3.
Perceived Positive Impacts of Rainbow Writes on COVID-19 Stressors
When the program concluded, participants were asked if any COVID-19 related stressors
were alleviated by their participation in Rainbow Writes. The most frequently mentioned
positive impacts were having a routine or something to look forward to, increased social
connection and reduced isolation, a good distraction from COVID-19 stressors, connecting with
people outside of regular life, and increased feelings of normalcy. Many of these positive
impacts from the program directly counter the original negative impacts of COVID-19
mentioned above, especially around social connection and isolation and feelings of normalcy.

3

Though directly countering structural stressors was not within the scope of Rainbow Writes, the
program did offer some level of external support by offering participants access to one free
counselling session with a trained crisis counsellor specializing in 2SLGBTQ+ youth and a list
of province-specific 2SLGBTQ+ resources they could access based on their needs.
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Many stated that Rainbow Writes notably helped them feel less alone and less isolated
during this difficult time. When asked if Rainbow Writes affected them positively or negatively
in relation to COVID-19, one participant said:
Oh, definitely positively. Like even if I was having a bad day, just showing up to group
would definitely lift my spirits, just because it was so much fun hanging out with other
people. Like sometimes you just need some company and, you know, during COVID
times this was so necessary. (Ray)
Another positive impact the program had on reducing COVID-19 stressors was providing
participants with something to look forward to on a regular basis each week.
A few of the times in the week I would really look forward to this time because it was it's sort of the only time I'm really really excited and happy during the week, so it really
helped me. […] This was one of my main sources of serotonin. (AJMV)
In a time where nothing was certain, youth found Rainbow Writes to be a stable source of
interaction they could count on, especially for those who were not in school. Bunny, a participant
who was no longer in school, said: “It was like a fun classroom setting. Like, kind of the type of
classroom where you’re with your favourite teacher and all your friends.” Youth said that their
groups provided a nice distraction from “the disaster that the world is right now” (Leo) and
provided “a little bit of normal” (Ray) in these uncertain times.
Wellbeing Outcomes
Beyond helping to alleviate COVID-19 stressors, I also explored the impact of Rainbow
Writes on participants’ emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing. I assessed these
outcomes quantitatively and qualitatively in relation to research question two and results will be
discussed below.
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Paired t-tests were conducted on each wellbeing scale and subscale to assess changes in
group scores before and after Rainbow Writes (results shown in Table 5). While the majority of
change scores were not statistically significant, there was a significant increase on the
authenticity subscale of the LGB-PIM (t(16) = 2.991, p < .05) and a marginally significant
decrease in anxiety on the PHQ-4 subscale (t(15) = -1.90, p < .10). This suggests that
authenticity (meaning comfort with one’s 2SLGBTQ+ identity and expressing that identity with
others; Riggle et al., 2014) significantly increased and anxiety symptoms may have significantly
decreased for participants between pre- and post-program. The final marginally significant t-test
was the overall score on the MOS-SSS (t(15) = -1.819, p < .10), however, the change on this
scale was marginally significant in the opposite direction of the desired effect (i.e., social support
significantly decreased between pre- and post-interviews). Possible explanations for this effect
will be presented and further contextualized alongside the qualitative results on social support
and in the discussion.
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Table 5
T-test Results
Scales & Subscales

M (SD) Pre-Interview

M (SD) Post-Interview

t

LGB-PIM
Total
5.7 (0.6)
5.9 (0.6)
1.83*
Self-Awareness
5.6 (0.8)
5.7 (0.8)
1.23
Authenticity
5.5 (1.0)
5.8 (0.8)
2.99***
Community
5.5 (0.9)
5.7 (0.7)
0.92
Social Justice
6.4 (0.6)
6.4 (0.5)
-0.29
PSOC-LGBT
Total
3.8 (0.5)
3.9 (0.4)
1.56
Influence
3.1 (0.7)
3.2 (0.8)
0.80
Shared Emotional
3.9 (0.7)
4.0 (0.6)
Connection
0.59
Membership
4.1 (0.7)
4.4 (0.6)
1.46
Need Fulfillment
3.7 (0.7)
4.0 (0.6)
1.62
Community Existence
4.1 (0.8)
4.2 (0.6)
0.95
MHC-SF
Total
3.8 (0.5)
3.7 (0.6)
-0.49
Emotional Wellbeing
3.9 (0.9)
4.1 (0.7)
1.03
Social & Psychological
3.7 (0.6)
3.6 (0.7)
-1.02
MOS-SSS
Total
3.8 (0.6)
3.6 (0.8)
-1.82*
Emotional/Informational
3.7 (0.8)
3.5 (0.9)
-1.40
Material
4.0 (1.0)
3.8 (1.0)
-0.91
Affective
4.0 (0.9)
3.7 (1.2)
-1.48
Social Interaction
3.6 (0.8)
3.4 (0.9)
-0.97
PHQ-4
Total
2.4 (0.7)
2.3 (0.9)
-1.38
Anxiety
2.8 (0.8)
2.5 (0.9)
-1.90*
Depression
2.1 (0.9)
2.1 (1.0)
0.00
Note. One participant only completed half of the quantitative pre-interview explaining differences in degrees of freedom.
*p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01

df

p-value

16
16
16
16
16

.085
.236
.009
.370
.773

15
15
15

.140
.439

15
15
15

.566
.166
.126
.359

15
15
15

.632
.318
.323

15
15
15
15
15

.089
.182
.378
.161
.348

15
15
15

.187
.077
1.00
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Reliable change index (RCI) was used to assess score changes on wellbeing outcomes for
youth pre- and post-creative writing group. This measure is used to assess changes in small
samples, where a score of greater than +1.96 indicates significant increase and greater than -1.96
indicates a significant decrease at p < 0.05. Results are shown in Table 6. Overall, RCI results
showed few significant changes with only eight participants' score changes demonstrating
significance on any scale. Furthermore, of the significant items, several demonstrated score
changes in the opposite direction of the desired effect (e.g., P2’s significant decrease in social
support on the MOS-SSS). As with the t-test results, possible explanations for these findings will
be explored in the discussion section. Further, significant results in the hypothesized directions
(e.g., P2’s significant increase in positive identity on the LGB-PIM) will be highlighted and
further contextualized alongside the qualitative results on similar constructs.
Table 6
RCI Results
Participant LGB-PIM
PSOCMHC-SF MOS-SSS
PHQ-4
Number
LGBT
2
3.30*
2.64*
-1.91*
-2.00*
1.10
4
3.14*
-1.02
0.51
-2.77*
0.00
5
1.92
1.40
-1.01
0.74
-0.55
6
1.22
1.23
-0.87
-2.77*
0.55
7
1.07
3.62*
0.70
0.39
-1.10
8
0.88
2.43*
-0.34
-0.95
0.00
9
-0.53
-1.83
0.34
-3.33*
0.00
10
-0.35
-1.23
0.68
1.47
-1.10
11
-0.69
12
-1.22
1.62
1.74
0.00
-1.67
13
0.69
0.43
0.31
-1.47
0.00
14
0.00
0.00
-0.34
-1.86
-0.55
17
-0.19
-0.21
-1.71
0.91
-0.55
18
0.88
-0.81
0.51
-0.35
-2.76*
19
1.04
0.43
-2.24*
0.18
1.10
20
-1.38
-0.38
0.00
-0.91
1.10
21
0.35
1.23
1.40
1.47
-1.66
Notes: Original participant numbers are presented in this table to match quotations not using pseudonyms. Missing
numbers in the sequence indicate participants who did not complete the program.
* p < 0.05.
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General and Emotional Wellbeing
In the current study, emotional wellbeing was defined as the presence or absence of
positive feelings about life, including positive affect, satisfaction with life, and the relative
absence of negative affect (Keyes, 2002). This was evaluated quantitatively using the PHQ-4 and
qualitatively by asking questions in the pre-interview regarding what makes youth feel good and
not so good in their lives, and in the post-interview asking if they believe the program impacted
their wellbeing in any way. The PHQ-4 anxiety subscale was one of the few that showed a
marginally significant change (t(15) = -1.90, p < .10), suggesting that the program may have
assisted in reducing youths’ anxiety-related negative affect. As an overall measure of wellbeing,
the MHC-SF showed no statistical significance on the t-test, however, qualitative findings
relating to how the program may have benefitted overall wellbeing are presented below.
Pre-Interview. Overall, youth who joined Rainbow Writes were complex and diverse
individuals with an array of both positive and negative experiences related to wellbeing. Before
taking part in the program, several youth in the study mentioned how school and mental health
challenges were negatively impacting their wellbeing. Issues causing school-related stress
included changing schools or programs, not enjoying certain subjects, living far from in-person
school, and general stress around workload.
Various mental health challenges and diagnoses were discussed, including social and
general anxiety disorder, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), depression, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and oppositional defiant disorder (ODD). General mental
health challenges were also mentioned, including how COVID-19 has exacerbated these
challenges in many of the youth. For example, Leo made the following remarks when asked how
COVID-19 was affecting their wellbeing:
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It was a big struggle for my mental health in the beginning of the lockdown. Especially
since I had a lot of other things going on and COVID definitely did not help. But it has
definitely affected me in that way. It's made me a lot more anxious.
Other challenges were also mentioned as a struggle for a few youth, including general physical
health conditions, learning disabilities and recurrent headaches.
Another area negatively impacting the wellbeing of youth was their living situations. A
few of the youth in the study felt they were experiencing instability in their living situations,
which was exacerbated by COVID-19. Situations such as threat of eviction, foster/group home
living, and familial financial difficulties were all mentioned as negatively impacting youths’
wellbeing. Beyond these difficulties, a number of other stressors were negatively impacting the
wellbeing of youth in the study. Those mentioned included familial trauma, lack of gender
services in their area, lack of employment, and recent loss of a loved one.
Youth also mentioned many positive aspects of their general wellbeing before the
program started. Primarily, youth spoke about various aspirations and goal setting, and how
working hard in school would help propel them towards these goals. Youth expressed a variety
of career aspirations, including future writers, teachers, computer scientists, and psychologists.
Youth also mentioned various hobbies and interests that make them feel good in times of stress.
Among the 29 interests cited, the most frequently mentioned hobbies were writing, reading,
music, visual arts, taking care of pets, playing video games, sports/exercise, and makeup artistry.
Another significant area of positive wellbeing for youth was the happiness they experience from
helping others, mainly in reference to providing advice and help to friends. Additionally, several
youth mentioned being able to access formal mental health support (i.e., a counsellor or
therapist) and that this was beneficial to their overall wellbeing.
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Post-Interview. Though many of the stressors mentioned above could not be combatted
through this creative writing program, qualitative results show that certain areas were positively
impacted by attending Rainbow Writes. Similar to the quantitative results, mental health
challenges were reported less often in the post-interviews, and some youth discussed that the
program helped reduce social anxiety with peers. More precisely, a few participants reported that
the program improved their mood and optimism as well as functioned directly as self-care for a
couple members. As N phrased it:
I mean, before, I was just, like, really scared and I didn’t feel like anybody really cared.
But […] going to group, you know, […] we’re all like a community, so it’s just like we
all kind of wanted to hear what the other person had to say.
Additionally, youth mentioned that the groups functioned as a distraction from other life
stressors, especially during COVID-19. AM expressed that “it kind of took my mind off the
pandemic for, like, that hour or hour and a half that we did it for,” and Leo noted that “during
group it was like a distraction. You could get your mind off the whole disaster that the world is
right now.”
Finally, participants discussed that the program positively impacted general wellbeing by
increasing interest and involvement in new hobbies in a time where typical extracurriculars were
cancelled due to the pandemic. Some mentioned creative writing as a new hobby, while others
mentioned expanding their general interests through outlets like zine-making, photography
projects, social justice pursuits, and the arts overall.
Psychological Wellbeing
Psychological wellbeing was conceptualized in this study as positive perspectives on the
self including self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-understanding. Quantitatively, the LGB-PIM
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showed a marginally significant increase overall and a significant increase on the authenticity
subscale. This suggests that Rainbow Writes may have positively influenced the LGB-PIM
subscale measures of self-awareness, belonging to the 2SLGBTQ+ community, and commitment
to social justice, and likely increased feelings of authenticity (i.e., feelings of being oneself)
overall. The relationship between 2SLGBTQ+ identity and psychological wellbeing can be best
explained through feelings of positive identity. If one feels positively about this central aspect of
who they are, it can translate to increased self-worth leading to overall increased psychological
wellbeing (Detrie & Lease, 2007). Qualitative results that complement these findings will be
discussed under two main themes: self-esteem/confidence and 2SLGBTQ+ identity.
Self-Esteem and Confidence.
Pre-Interview. Several youth in the pre-interviews were able to recognize a variety of
their personal skills and most were able to recognize positive personality traits they possessed.
The most common positive personality traits youth recognized in themselves were creativity,
outgoingness and enthusiasm, independence, open-mindedness, kindness, compassion and
empathy, and humour. They also mentioned skills they possessed, such as makeup artistry,
decorating, and for one participant, “memorizing postal codes and license plates [laughs]”. This
reflected the positive identity marker of self-confidence before the program began, in particular
the ability to recognize and express pride in personal skills and abilities. Possessing selfacceptance was explicitly mentioned by several participants, generally relating to their
2SLGBTQ+ identity, but also expanding to more general self-acceptance of all aspects of their
personalities.
On the other hand, in the pre-interviews several youth discussed a lack of self-confidence
in themselves and their abilities. This was expressed by a few youth through the inability to think
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of good things about themselves. These youth struggled to come up with answers to the question
regarding things they like about themselves, for example: “What do I like about myself? I... do
like things. I just don't know how to… put it in name... um... What do I like about myself? Great
question. That's honestly... that's a good question. I don't know.” Others outright said they did
not like anything about themselves: “Nothing pretty much, like I don't know.” Several youth also
expressed negative thoughts about themselves and certain aspects of their personality.
Post-Interview. In the post-interviews, several youth expressed increased confidence in
both themselves and their writing as a direct positive outcome from attending Rainbow Writes.
Several participants also noted that Rainbow Writes directly increased their self-acceptance and a
few noted that it helped them become more outgoing. N expressed how this confidence
interacted with her 2SLGBTQ+ identity, saying how it changed her:
N: Like, personality wise, yeah. I mean, I’m just more outgoing, I guess, and I have more
confidence.
Interviewer: That’s great. What do you think helped with that?
N: I think it’s just, you know, communicating with others that are a part of the community
and everything. Because it’s just like, I have one, two friends that are… but it’s just like,
you know, we’re a whole group. Because it’s a group just designated for us.
Several participants also expressed gratitude for gaining confidence in their writing, with
many beforehand saying they did not know if they were skilled in writing or would be able to
measure up to other members’ writing levels. Post-program, several participants’ views had
changed, now expressing feelings of pride and comfort around their work. Many participants
stated that a key reason for this outcome was the positive feedback and encouragement received
from others, as well as the personal reflection writing as an outlet provided. Ray, in a moving
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explanation of a letter he wrote to his father during his group, demonstrated increased
confidence, saying:
When I was writing it, I was just kind of like, you know what, now that I feel like a dad,
you know, it makes me think about all the things that I want to do for like my kids, right?
Whether they be blood-related to me or whether I’m just like adopting them left, right and
centre. You know, it just makes me feel like I’m so much more capable than you think –
than you made me believe that I am. And it makes me feel like, you know what? I’m
going to do a whole lot better of a job than you did, because while you were great – like
my father for a very long time was my hero. You know? He was the man that I wanted to
be when I grew up and, I don’t know, it’s just something about growing up and realising
that your parents are just people too, and unfortunately, they can’t be your superheroes
for the rest of your life. And so, it was just nice to be like, you know what? I think I’m
going to be OK. I’m sorry that it sucks that you’re not really like – you’re not going to
understand it, but you know what? I’m going to be OK. So, it was a really good piece.
(Ray)
This explanation expresses how writing provided a certain emotional catharsis, showing how it
allowed the participant to express feelings he is not able to say out loud, and to gain a sense of
confidence in who he is independent of others’ feelings about his identity.
Finally, a couple of participants said that Rainbow Writes allowed them to let go of
perfectionism; that it is okay for them to try things they do not know if they will be good at, and
that if they take themselves less seriously, they have the “[creative] potential to learn how to do
things and improve” (if).
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2SLGBTQ+ Identity. It is first important to note that within nearly every participant
there existed conflicting 2SLGBTQ+ identity feelings. While more than half of participants
explicitly expressed this as mixed identity feelings (i.e., both positive and negative), several
participants also expressed times where they questioned themselves because others were
invalidating their identities. Sadly, most participants in the pre-interviews had gone through
some type of negative experience with others in regard to their 2SLGBTQ+ identity, which must
be considered as a possible contributing factor when assessing how youth feel about themselves.
The main takeaway from both pre- and post-interviews was that the way one feels about
their identity is a complex and nuanced issue, impossible to capture in one short interview.
Another important aspect of note is that gender and sexual identity are constantly evolving and
changing, so the feelings expressed here only capture one particular point in time for these
participants. Many new factors may be influencing their feelings each day. The following
sections will focus on both positive and negative sides of identity feelings and how Rainbow
Writes may have functioned as a tool to increase positive 2SLGBTQ+ identity feelings.
Pre-Interview. In the pre-interviews most of the youth expressed positive feelings, more
than half expressed mixed feelings, and several expressed negative feelings about their
2SLGBTQ+ identities. Most participants expressed comfort or relief surrounding their gender
and sexual identities in at least some ways, for instance, saying they “don’t really care what
people say” (P3) and “it’s just, it is who I am, you know?” (N). Several mentioned that figuring
out their identity allowed them to both know and feel better about themselves, with one
participant laughing while telling the interviewer “I would hate being straight. So boring,”
(Amethyst).
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About half of the youth spoke about their coming out experiences, with a few explaining
the relief they felt after coming out to friends and family, saying it felt like “this huge weight
lifted off” (N). A few participants said it helped that their friends were immediately encouraging
and supportive of them and that talking to those who shared a similar identity was very helpful
on their journey to self-discovery. Ray summed up his gender journey nicely, stating:
It's just kind of […] who I am, and I like being who I am because it brings me a lot of joy.
I did not like being a girl at all, I hated it. […] Like I know one of the questions on the
survey was has my identity made me more present, and when I thought about it yeah, it
has. I used to be really into role playing, and into playing games like the Sims, where it's
a virtual world and you get to be a different character and everything. Or even Club
Penguin, I loved all those kinds of games and stuff growing up because I've always
wanted to be someone other than who I am. And now it's just kind of like oh, this is – I
get to just be that person that I've always wanted to be in real life, which is just really
nice.
While these positive feelings were present, several participants also experienced
concurrent negative feelings about their 2SLGBTQ+ identities. P15 said “being trans, there's
internalized transphobia and it's... never feeling quite correct” and May spoke of a similar
experience, saying:
I never thought negatively towards LGBTQ+ people, but I did when it was related to me.
Not in the way that I didn't want to be queer, I just felt I was wrong about that, and
association with the community was immoral or something.
Compulsory heterosexuality and reinforced gender- and hetero-normativity were
discussed as factors delaying participants’ coming out processes, as well as hearing from friends,
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family, classmates, and communities that their identities were invalid or did not exist. This
applied particularly to participants with “less obvious” identities that experience stigma even
within the 2SLGBTQ+, such as those who identify as asexual, bisexual, trans or non-binary.
Bear mentioned how “stuff all the time talking about the bi-erasure and how non-binary isn't or
is a real thing […] kind of puts me off [of the community] a little bit.” The Unicorn described
this invalidation aptly and how it ultimately led them to better self-understanding:
In the past I was more like "oh my gosh" like I had lots of shame, lots of anxiety towards
[my identity], lots of just not good things. And I definitely did a lot of thinking [that] I
needed to like guys, I needed to fit in a box which obviously doesn't really help. And I
thought like "Okay the rest of society is... like most people like guys, so why can't I?"
And there was a time when I was just like "Oh yeah, I'm bi. I like girls but also I like
guys so it's cool!" But that wasn't really the case. I think having that experience with
realizing that I was queer helped me because then I realized "Okay, I'm queer. I don't fit
the mould" and then I can also explore different things with my gender identity and things
like that and how I want to express myself. And that really helped.
For a select few participants, their intersecting identities affected how they felt about
themselves and made it expressly more difficult to come to terms with who they are. One trans
Muslim participant and one bisexual Sikh participant explained how some people around them
use their religion to justify the disbelief in their identities. An Indigenous participant also
explained how their family’s intergenerational trauma has “influenced their mindset towards a lot
of things” surrounding identity. One of these participants described the experience of coming out
to her mother and how her cultural identity was used as a tool against the acceptance of her
2SLGBTQ+ identity:
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I came out to my mom right after school, still in my jacket and music playing in my ears.
It was the day after we had watched an LGBTQ2S+ related Bollywood movie, and since
she hadn’t said anything bad, I thought I would be accepted. She ignored my attempts to
come out, and later on that weekend, she told me how those things happen only in
movies; how I won’t be able to be happy; how she will make sure I find the right man;
how society and my dad will blame her for the way I grew up. It made me feel guilty and
like I wasn’t accepted in this world, especially since I didn’t know who to talk to about
what had happened.
These are just a few examples of how intersectionality and intergenerational trauma can play a
complicated role in one’s identity development, especially if those around you feel the “values”
related to your multiple identities are in conflict.
Physical appearance also played a role, particularly for gender diverse youth, in how they
felt about their 2SLGBTQ+ identity. Several expressed loving to try out new clothing and
makeup styles, with Amethyst bringing pride for their identity into their outfit choices, saying
they liked wearing “all the rainbows! I painted on my jean jacket. I painted the lesbian flag on
the collar of it.” A few participants expressed the work it took to get to the point of selfacceptance regarding physical appearance, and how cutting or changing their hair pointedly
brought validation to their gender experience.
On the other hand, a few youth expressed still struggling with physical gender dysphoria
and negative feelings about their bodies. One trans participant expressed dislike of their voice
and height, as they felt it did not yet match their gender and were looking forward to soon
beginning hormone replacement therapy (HRT) to help. Another non-binary youth expressed
their difficulty in getting out of bed, knowing it’s a constant challenge “finding the right outfit
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that [they] feel confident enough in, [one that] makes [them] feel like [they] look flat-chested
enough.”
More than half of the youth also experienced mixed emotions towards their identities.
Bear noted that their feelings “kind of fluctuate” and AJMV noted that “it’s kind of half-half.”
Several spoke about having come to accept themselves over the years, but still trying to “figure it
out” in terms of gender and sexuality identity. In fact, AJMV also explained that they were
hoping the program would help them, saying:
I feel like it would benefit me more if I got to know people. And if I knew more terms
and definitions for certain sexualities and genders. And I feel like it would really benefit
me, trying to figure out who I am as a person.
Post-Interview. When the program was complete, many noted that the groups had
functioned as safe spaces to explore their various identities and to find role models that allowed
them to feel more confident in their 2SLGBTQ+ identities. For example, the participant above,
AJMV, who noted feeling negative and slightly confused about their identity in their preinterview, expressed positive identity feelings in the post-interview saying the group “helped
[them] gain a lot of confidence and realizing just like, who [they are].” Leo said, when referring
to changing their pronouns mid-program, that Rainbow Writes,
definitely helped me feel a lot less scared about it, I guess, because my identity has
changed. But just seeing that people are really nice and chill and supportive it made it a
lot less scary to actually accept that it changed.
Ray, an older participant who was further along in his journey, explained that:
I think it just makes me feel a little bit more confident in my identity if anything. Like it
doesn’t make me feel worse or anything. It definitely is very interesting and cool to kind
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of see -- like everyone’s just so supportive, which is really nice. And then also kind of
seeing other people kind of figure out their identity and different pieces of themselves,
and you know, going through their coming out journey and their acceptance and all that.
Because like I said, I’m a little bit later on than some of these younger people. So, it was
really – it was just really heart-warming to see. And it just – I don’t know, it kind of just
made me feel a lot more grateful about how far I’ve come.
Relatedly, on the gender identity disclosure scale in the post-interview, a higher
percentage of youth had disclosed their gender to their parents, siblings, extended family, online
friends, 2SLGBTQ+ friends, other friends, classmates, and extracurricular leaders than in the
pre-interviews. Additionally, on the sexual identity disclosure scale in the post-interview, a
higher percentage of youth had disclosed their sexuality to their siblings, online friends,
2SLGBTQ+ friends, other friends, classmates, and extracurricular leaders than in the preinterviews. Quantitative results for gender and sexuality disclosure pre- and post-interview can
be see in Table 3.
Another interesting function of the program was opening participants up to new
possibilities regarding their gender/sexuality that they may not have considered before. For
instance, May explained in the following quotation:
It hasn’t changed really how I identify, but it’s been good in a way, that I know that there
are other things or identities out there that are perfectly normal possibilities, that aren’t –
how do I explain this? Like before I considered things like gender-fluid and all those
different ways of identifying, I thought they were kind of outside of what I could be just
because it’s like they’re – it’s fine if they are, but it just kind of felt like aliens in a way
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that I could never identify with [...]. But I just feel more now that it’s – well all these
things are possible and there’s nothing strange about them.
Finally, overall self-acceptance of 2SLGBTQ+ identities was a recurring theme in
Rainbow Writes. N summarized this well, saying:
Before, I just thought I was, like, a weird person. I was just like, “OK, I’m weird, like,
what am I doing?” Because, you know, the label society sets out - girls must like boys,
boys must like girls. So, it’s just like […], “OK, what am I on?” But then after, like now,
it’s just like, all right, whatever, I’m just me. I don’t care what people think. […] Really
it’s just seeing how they move, things that they post, it’s just like bro, they don’t care. It’s
just like, “OK, if you don’t accept me, bun it”. […] I’m just – I just accepted myself.
Social Wellbeing
An increase in social connectedness and support was one of the most frequently noted
qualitative outcomes of Rainbow Writes. However on the MOS-SSS scale, as discussed, social
support scores showed a marginally significant decrease between pre- and post-interviews and
the PSOC-LGBT showed no statistical significance on the paired t-tests. While potential reasons
for these contradictions will be examined in the discussion, the following sections will focus on
the qualitative outcomes of social support and how they positively impacted participants in
Rainbow Writes. To begin, results on how youth were socially connected before the program
will be discussed.
Pre-Interview. Firstly, youth identified a number of support communities they were a
part of, including 2SLGBTQ+ communities, friends, families, romantic relationships, and online
communities. Many positive experiences were cited, with most youth feeling they had support
from the 2SLGBTQ+ community in at least some capacity. Most spoke about positive friendship
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experiences, and more than half of youth mentioned positive experiences with their families.
Finally, a few of the youth mentioned positive mentorship experiences, discussing guidance from
teachers, group home workers, and trans peer mentors.
Unfortunately, negative social experiences were also discussed in the pre-interviews.
Several youth mentioned friendship challenges, including general conflict or difficulty
connecting with others, and over half of the youth mentioned challenges regarding their
relationships with their families. Many described a lack of acceptance from either their
immediate or extended family regarding their gender or sexuality, with some describing direct
instances of non-support, whereas others described general tension or avoidance around the
subject. AJMV described a direct negative experience regarding views on sexuality from their
parents and why they had chosen not to come out to their family:
I know my parents aren’t really welcoming about that sort of stuff and I know they say
they are, but they say really sort of bad things about the community and it sort of hurts
my feelings. I pretend to laugh about it when they're laughing about it, but it really hurts,
especially things they say about my friend, who they know is pansexual. But I don’t
know, it just – I can't really be open about this sort of stuff. Because of that reason, also
I'm a bit insecure about it, because I just don’t really trust too many people, because of
stuff that happened before.
More than half of youth described explicit discriminatory experiences in relation to
identity with several describing their geographical communities as generally not accepting of
2SLGBTQ+ people and expressing concern over the lack of 2SLGBTQ+ resources in these
places. One participant described an experience in a previous writing group, where classmates
used stereotypical tropes of a lesbian without knowing the participant’s identity. A few
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participants also described experiences with teachers assuming the entire class was cisgender and
straight, hearing slurs from classmates, and friends including them in uncomfortable “jokes”
about members of the 2SLGBTQ+ community. A few of the youth dealt with these types of
experiences by simply trying to entirely avoid people who might exhibit these behaviours. Others
did not know how to deal with these situations at all.
These experiences demonstrated a need for more identity support and was discussed as a
reason for many wanting to join a space exclusively for 2SLGBTQ+ folks. Several youth
expressed a general desire for more support and connection in their lives within the 2SLGBTQ+
community and more generally. These findings overall pointed to the need for more support in
multiple areas of youths’ lives and the need for a safe space free from discrimination to connect
with similar others.
Post-Interview. Qualitative results show that participants discussed social connection
and community building as a major strength of Rainbow Writes. Leo noted that “it help[ed] me
form a lot of connections with people,” and The Unicorn noted that:
Everything with this has been very helpful in the sense of like OK, there’s actually other
people who support me, and I might not know them all personally, but they care about
me. So like, if one random person doesn’t care about me [outside the group], then that’s
fine.
In fact, while participants very much enjoyed and appreciated the writing aspect of
program, many found the social connection to be more important and consistently requested
more time for free socialization between writing activities. Group II in particular enjoyed “offtopic” moments, as if and Bear demonstrate below by identifying their favourite moments from
group:
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I think probably when [name of co-leader] and I came up with Carl [laughs] and the other
characters for that story and then we told the story, and everyone was really excited about
it. And just everybody got excited and started drawing Carl and it kept coming up
throughout and it just was an ongoing, like everybody felt really connected. (if)
I liked the little bits in-between the most. The writing portions were nice, I really enjoyed
those, but it was like the weird bits where it was like, we had like the alien poop dog, and
we had Carl […]. I think it’s just the weird in between moments that we had that kind of
stemmed from everybody’s writing, or like stories about the day, or just those few
moments of connection that we really had. (Bear)
Participants emphasized the importance of community building and group cohesion and
used many words to describe the aspects of a good community the groups provided. These words
included support, trust and empathy, common interests, communication, welcoming and nonjudgemental, connection and bonding, kindness, and engagement. Many spoke about how
members of the group felt comfortable around each other, described funny moments of getting to
know one another, and appreciated the teamwork and collaboration around their writing. When
asked how the program impacted Bunny, she said “Positively, I have new people to talk to. I
never really have friends, so it’s nice to be able to know I could just go on Discord and have a
conversation,” and when asked what they were going to take away from the program, J.B. said “I
think probably just that we’re all there for each other.”
These sentiments expressed a common desire from several group members: to be friends
outside of Rainbow Writes. This included getting to know each other online through social
platforms like Discord and Instagram, with many participants saying that there were at least
some members of the group they would keep in contact with after the program finished. Though
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the program duration was short (i.e., ten weeks), participants noted that there was a strong base
set for future interactions and friendships.
Several noted that this would not have been the same in an in-person setting, as being
online allowed them to get to know people who they would not have otherwise met, whether that
was because they identified differently or because they lived across the country. if said “It was
really cool that people were involved from all across Canada as opposed to just in one specific
area like it might have been if it was an in-person event. That was interesting.”
This social connection also manifested through support, empathy, and encouragement
from other group members. Members felt understood when they were in group, noting that they
had a place to “vent” where they were “excited for each other when different milestones were
reached, or things were going on in our lives that we were happy about,” (if). For some, this
included sharing identity exploration and gender transition markers such as commencing
hormone therapy, trying out new names and pronouns, and getting advice on gender gear such as
chest binders. The Unicorn described Rainbow Writes as helping them be “firmer” with their
pronouns, in the following quotation:
[Rainbow Writes] gave me a chance to interact with other people who were in the same
boat, or similar boat. It was nice because I’m like, ‘well all these people are gay and
they’re cool, so I’m valid too’. And also with pronouns, I never really met people who
use neo pronouns, so it was nice to get to talk to them and learn more about it. ‘Cause for
me pronouns have always been a thing where I’m like, ‘I like using certain pronouns, but
if you call me she/her I’ll be cool with that too. Like if that’s easier for you, I suppose.’
But getting to be part of the group and meeting people who are so confident about their
pronouns and confident about like “I want to be called this, and these are my pronouns,”
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that was nice and that kind of rubbed off on me in a sense. I think it opened my mind and
made me start the process of “OK, maybe this is a thing I should do. I should be firmer; I
should be more willing to not just stick to one thing.”
Furthermore, social support translated to tangible support outside the group for some
members, getting help on such tasks as tutoring, school project research, writing feedback, and
school mentorship from older members.
Additionally, members enjoyed being exposed to differing views and perspectives, which
was originally identified as a concern from participants before joining the program. May summed
this up well, stating:
[I] think it’s definitely opened a possibility of talking to people that just seem very
different from me. Like the way they dress or act it’s just not people that I would ever see
in my daily life, but it’s not like – as I said it’s not weird to me anymore, like it’s just a
regular thing.
Bunny also noted the importance of getting to know people who seem different, saying:
I would have never met them. Like, they don’t seem like the type of people I would
approach on my own to be friends with. But I would like to be friends with them now
after getting to know them. It’s kind of like a “don’t judge a book by its cover,” or
whatever.
Though differing views and perspectives were deemed important, youth also enjoyed
having common interests and similarities to other members. This was mentioned in terms of both
writing and identity, and was described by Leo in the following quotation:
There's not a lot of other groups that exist like it, I don't know. Just getting to meet people
who like a) share your interests but also you know that you have something in common
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with them and that you're all queer. And it's just a really good sense of friendship with
them because you're all queer and you all share the same interests.
A similar sentiment was presented by The Unicorn, explaining that:
Sometimes it's kind of weird when you're just in a group of LGBT people and it's like a
support group and you have nothing in common, but you’re like, “I think we should have
stuff in common because we're all LGBT people.” So, it was nice that we had the writing
thing too. I liked that a lot.
Finally, an improved sense of social connection within the 2SLGBTQ+ community was
expressed by most members. The two most frequently cited improvements were gaining more
exposure and understanding of the 2SLGBTQ+ community and feeling more comfortable to be
yourself within it. Amethyst noted that “I just feel like I have more of an understanding of
different people […] now that I know more people” and AJMV said it “improve[d] my
knowledge of the general community”. When asked if Rainbow Writes changed the way he
forms connections with 2SLGBTQ+ people in and out of the group, Ray said:
I think a little bit. I think I’ve realised that the community is everywhere, right? Like I’ve
never had as many queer friends as I would’ve liked to, just growing up, but you know,
the community is everywhere. […] We’re a lot more supportive than I thought we would
be, and we’ve got each other’s backs. […] The future is very bright. Like I see how
creative they are and all the things that they’re coming up with, and I think it’s really
awesome.
Some participants noted that it was inspiring being able to watch other’s 2SLGBTQ+
journeys, while simultaneously being happy about connecting over more than just being queer.

2SLGBTQ+ YOUTH CREATIVE WRITING GROUPS

80

For example, Bear indicated that though being queer was an important aspect of the group, it
didn’t always have to be the main focus:
Because originally it was kind of like an internalized thing where it was like ‘I’m a queer
person and being loud and out about it is like the only way to do it.’ Because that was like
the ‘pre-reflection’ me. Then afterwards, like after I met everybody, and I realized […]
there were a whole bunch of other queer personalities. And I think that was another huge
thing that it was like - queerness wasn’t a huge topic. Like in group. We talked a lot, but
not all of it was about being queer. And we all had our own personalities, and we all had
our own lives outside of it and it was like super special but at the same time we were just
a group of people getting together to write.
In sum, social wellbeing was identified as a major positive outcome of the program for
various reasons, working to increase youth’s social connection through the friendships made. Leo
summed it up nicely, saying “it's really nice to just feel like you belong in a community.”
Rainbow Writes Group Expectations, Concerns and Evaluations
The following section examines results related to research question three: participants’
qualitative group evaluations of Rainbow Writes before (i.e., expectations and concerns), during
(i.e., brief midway evaluation), and after the program. First, expectations and concerns
participants had before joining the program will be explored in order to be able to reflect on
whether Rainbow Writes met these expectations and alleviated these pre-program concerns.
Then, the qualitative midway evaluation results will be discussed to see how goals were
progressing midway through the program and whether there were any suggested improvements.
Next, an overview of quantitative group evaluation outcomes will be examined. Results will
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conclude with an in-depth look at how the qualitative group evaluation relates to the pre-program
expectations and concerns, midway evaluation results, and quantitative outcomes.
Pre-Program Expectations and Concerns
To begin, participants were asked in their pre-interview to identify their expectations and
concerns for the program. The most common expectations from participants surrounded themes
of building social connection, improving writing skills and motivation, building a better
2SLGBTQ+ community, hearing new and interesting perspectives, and gaining acceptance and
recognition for who they are. Other hopes mentioned by a smaller number of participants were
having fun, gaining confidence and empowerment, practicing creativity, and maintaining trust
and confidentiality. The most common concerns for participants were sharing their writing,
having differing views from other participants, nerves around meeting new people, maintaining
privacy and boundaries within the group, having a lack of creative writing experience, and being
put on the spot about identity. It is important to note that when asked about concerns for the
program, several participants expressed that they had none.
Interestingly, some of the concerns for the program mirrored program expectations, even
within the same participants. For example, while some participants were nervous about meeting
people, many of the same individuals mentioned feeling excitement over the prospect of new
social connections. Another example of this was in those who worried about having differing
views from other participants; many were concurrently looking forward to hearing new and
different perspectives. As will be demonstrated below in the final group evaluation, many of
these expectations for Rainbow Writes were met and many of the concerns alleviated quickly as
participants grew more comfortable with one another. Suggestions on how to use pre-program
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expectations and concerns to shape the structure and atmosphere of a creative writing group can
be found in the accompanying implementation guide (see Appendix C).
Brief Midway Evaluation Results
During the brief midway evaluation, participants were asked to identify three words they
would use to describe the group, what they enjoyed about the program thus far, and any
improvements they would like to see for the remaining half of the program. The exact words
youth used to describe the group are summarized in a word cloud below (Figure 1) with size
representing frequency of use. As displayed, no negative words were used to describe the group
in the midway evaluation and the main message was that youth found the atmosphere to be
creative, comfortable, and fun.
Figure 1
Midway Evaluation Word Cloud

Various strengths of the program were identified during the midway evaluation including
peer-leading, small breakout rooms for sharing writing, learning new forms of writing,
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2SLGBTQ+ community building, “off-topic” conversations, connection during COVID-19, and
the comfortable, respectful, and encouraging environment of the group. Many of these strengths
were echoed in participants’ post-interviews.
The improvements suggested during the midway evaluation in both groups can be
summarized by two categories: suggested writing activities and group timing. Writing activities
that youth wanted to see covered before the end of the program included character writing,
collaborative writing, social justice writing, story building, and incorporating other author’s
works as inspiration. In terms of timing, participants expressed that they would like to see the
program be longer in duration overall, both in weeks and time per week. Should this be possible,
they noted that they would like this time spent both with more writing and more time for the
“off-topic” conversations that they had been enjoying so far.
Two tangible suggestions from the midway evaluation were implemented for the
remainder of the program. These were opening the Zoom meeting 15 minutes early for group
bonding and sending the prompts beforehand so more time could be spent writing during the
sessions. In participants’ post-interviews, the mean rating out of 10 for satisfaction with
conducting the brief midway evaluation was high (M = 8.18, SD = 1.6) indicating that youth
found it helpful not only to run this type of check-in partway through, but to implement their
suggestions for the remainder of the program.
Quantitative Post-Group Evaluation
Group ratings on each aspect of the program (scored between 0 - 10) and the TFI-19 were
used for quantitative group evaluation. On the TFI-19 scores above 4 (out of 7) indicate program
strengths, as it means a high level of agreement with positive statements regarding the program.
Some example statements include: “Things feel more hopeful since joining group”, “I feel a
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sense of belonging in this group”, and “Group has shown me the importance of other people in
my life” (Joyce et al., 2011). The mean score for the TFI-19 was high (M = 5.2, SD = 0.5)
showing a positive impact on participants overall.
Each subscale of the TFI-19 also demonstrated positive perceptions of the program’s
impact, including instillation of hope (M = 5.5, SD = 0.7), secure emotional expression (M =
5.4, SD = 0.6), social learning (M = 5.2, SD = 0.8), and awareness of relational impact (M = 4.6,
SD = 0.8). These relatively high scores do not suggest improvements be made in any particular
aspect of the program, except perhaps awareness of relational impact (e.g., I find myself thinking
about my family a surprising amount in group). Qualitatively, this is explained by the fact that
Rainbow Writes functioned more as a distractor from external life stressors as opposed to
providing reflection on them.
Ratings of various concrete aspects of the program were also collected during the postinterview stage on a satisfaction scale from 0-10. The mean ratings for each aspect of the
program are shown in Table 7, with a small range between the highest and lowest rated aspects.
The highest rated aspect of the program was the additional communication on Discord, followed
by the use of the online platform, then peer-leadership. The lowest rated aspects of program were
sharing writing and satisfaction with the midway evaluation as a measurement tool, however as
you can see below, both of these aspects still received relatively high ratings.
When asked about the length of the program (i.e., time in weeks and per week),
participants were also asked to clarify if they would have preferred Rainbow Writes be shorter,
longer, or stay the same. Out of 17 participants, 10 said they would have liked the program to be
longer than the 10 weeks and one said they would have liked it to be shorter. Similarly, seven
participants said they would have liked the program to be longer than the 1.5 hours per week and
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one said shorter. Overall results show that Rainbow Writes was scored high across all
participants, which will be further validated below by qualitative findings.
Table 7
Group Ratings (N = 17)
Aspect of Program

M (0-10)

SD

Overall experience
8.5
1.1
Likelihood to recommend RW
8.7
1.1
Additional Discord communication
9.5
0.6
Use of online platform
9.0
1.5
Having peers lead you
8.9
1.1
Quality of group discussions
8.8
1.3
Writing activity content
8.7
1.0
Session schedule
8.6
1.2
Duration of program in weeks
8.5
1.7
Duration of session each week
8.4
1.4
Leading the group yourself a
8.2
1.8
Sharing your writing
8.2
1.6
Midway evaluation
8.2
1.6
a
If participants chose not to lead, they were asked to rate how much they appreciated having the option to do so.

Qualitative Post-Group Evaluation - Strengths
Upon program completion, members were interviewed individually about how the
program went overall. Many strengths directly matched youth’s expectations for the program
before they participated, demonstrating that Rainbow Writes was likely able to provide for youth
in the ways they hoped and help them meet their goals. The main strengths of the program can be
sorted into the following themes: group atmosphere, writing, and online format. The opportunity
for social connection was also a top-mentioned strength of Rainbow Writes, however, was
already discussed in detail above in the section on wellbeing outcomes so will not be covered
again here.
Group Atmosphere. An important factor in the success of Rainbow Writes was the
overall atmosphere of the group, the most frequently mentioned aspects being the accepting/non-
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judgemental, fun, and positive environment it provided. AJMV spoke to this theme, saying “I
think we had a really good sense of trust in the group, it was very open. We were open to new
ideas as well. Just very caring and empathetic towards each other when we made mistakes.” N
reiterated this point, saying “[You] just feel like you’re a part of everything, like, there’s no
excluding.” The quality of group discussions was also rated high in the quantitative portion of
the survey (M = 8.8, SD = 1.3), speaking to the overall positive atmosphere in the group.
Several participants also mentioned the importance of feeling safe in the group, precisely
in regard to being able to express their identities. When asked whether they would recommend
Rainbow Writes to a friend, Jaz demonstrated this result, answering:
I would say heck yeah [laughs] because it's fun, it's a good place to, you know, know that
you can be yourself because there's other kids that are like you there. So, you don't
necessarily have those walls up when you're around like a bunch of cis people [laughs].
Another important aspect of the group was the relaxed atmosphere, where everyone “really
wanted to be there” as opposed to feeling pressure to attend or participate in activities. if noted
that:
Everyone always seemed really excited to be there, like if they made the Zoom call, they
were happy to be there. Nobody came and was like “Wow, I don't want to be here”. If
people couldn't go, they were often like “Oh, I'm so sorry I missed it, I didn't – like I
wanted to be there, but something was going on”.
Bear also noted that “Nothing was forced upon us. I think that’s the big thing. […] Even though
there was like a, “oh you two go into a group” or something, it didn’t feel like it was super
forced.” This differentiated the program from school or another mandatory activity, and
participants expressed appreciation that everyone was treated as equals.
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Overall, it was important to youth that the group provided a space to be themselves with
similar others that was not too structured or rigid. Rainbow Writes was a space where members
could have fun as an escape from stressors of their daily lives, but also take time to reflect on the
highs and lows of their weeks and provide support for each other’s endeavours.
You know, we’re just kind of here to support each other and it’s kind of nice. […] We’re
like a cheerleading squad or something like that. I don’t know, we get to connect with
each other often, so we get to hear about each other’s wins. And I don’t know, I think it’s
just kind of nice to have that space. (Ray)
When I was here, it sort of all just washed away for the most part. Like sometimes people
would [come] in the room and the magic just disappears, and then I get back in the group
and I'm just like "ah yes, magic." [laughs]. (AJMV)
Creative Writing. Writing was identified as another strength of Rainbow Writes, not
only in reference to the activities themselves, but to the leading and sharing of each other’s
pieces. Creative writing was shown to have a variety of benefits for participants. Among these
benefits, the creativity and inspiration that came from trying new things and stepping out of your
comfort zone was mentioned as a positive by over half of participants. For example, when asked
one thing they were going to take away from the program, Bunny responded “[to] try new things,
because I didn’t think I would enjoy, you know, making a zine or doing poetry. But I’d probably
do those things again. So, try new things.”
Additionally, a couple participants indicated that trying new forms of writing each week
allowed them to steer away from perfectionism and learn “how to not take myself so seriously
and just like write things that make me happy even if they seem completely bat shit crazy and
just ridiculous” (Leo). Several youth demonstrated pride in themselves for their writing,
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describing their pieces as something they were “super proud of” that made them “feel good about
[themselves] afterwards”. When May shared her piece, she noted surprise that people liked it,
and that she “found it really interesting that [she] could do that and not everyone can do that and
that was pretty cool.”
Several youth also found writing to be a helpful tool for increasing gratitude, personal
reflection, and emotional release. One exercise in particular was cited as the favourite for many,
whereby participants wrote a blog style post on what they were going to miss about pandemic
times, based on an article of a similar nature by writer Mari Andrew (Andrew, 2020). One
participant noted that writing this piece:
made me feel grateful about some of the things that it's really easy to feel awful about.
Because obviously on the whole the pandemic is a horrible thing, but since it's something
that we're having to live with for the time being, it's nice to see, not like a silver lining
because it's an awful thing, so not to make the pandemic seem like a good thing, but to
still find positives in everyday life with the current constraints. (if)
Several also used these writing activities to process emotional feelings they had not
previously put into words. Topics covered included strained relationships with family members,
mental health, gender/sexuality, positive experiences within the foster care system, and more. N
and The Unicorn expressed writing as an emotional outlet, saying:
Usually when I write, it’s just like, I just have so much emotions in me. So it’s just like, I
have to just write to kind of let go. So, I just wrote that because […] I was feeling so
many emotions and it’s just like, I couldn’t… they just couldn’t stay in my brain, so I just
wrote them. […] I don’t know, poetry is just – it just speaks to me. […] I don’t know why
–I just feel better after I write or I just … explain things on paper. (N)
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And just like the writing, too, has been very helpful for my wellbeing. So having an outlet
to write has been helpful as well because when I write I feel that I’m able to express
things I can’t always say out loud or I can’t always talk about, but I can write about them,
so that’s been helpful. Even if I don’t want to, even if I’m like “no, I don’t want to write
about it,” but I’ve found that that’s been like therapeutic for me. (The Unicorn)
Finally, participants noted that the program helped increase their creativity, both alone
and in collaborative writing. AM noted that “it brings out the creative side if you never knew you
had it” and May stated she would leave the program with “a new attitude towards creativity and
writing”, that “it’s not a weird thing to like or to spend time on.”
With a lot of us, I think our creativity is the source of our power. It’s just a way for us to
express our emotions and find our own confidence in the way that we feel about
ourselves and the things around us. And I think that a lot of us find comfort and courage
and power from that. (Bear)
Other positive outcomes of writing were cited for a small number of participants, such as
giving the opportunity to be understood, a way to escape the world, a connection to nostalgia,
and increasing awareness of social issues. A few members in particular enjoyed the collaborative
aspects of the group, which seems to combine both the benefits of writing and social connection.
These qualitative perceptions also align with findings from the quantitative group ratings.
Overall, the quality of writing activities received a high rating from youth (M = 8.7, SD = 1.0) as
did the schedule and order of the writing activities (M = 8.6, SD = 1.2). Additionally, high levels
of writing activity enjoyment as well as demonstrated feelings of pride and capability in writing,
suggest that the initial program expectation of increasing writing skill and enjoyment was met for
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many participants. Specific pieces of creative writing the youth chose to share are displayed in
the accompanying implementation guide (see Appendix C).
Sharing Writing. Another strength of writing that youth identified was sharing their
writing with others. Many indicated this as something they were nervous about in the program
expectations and concerns, so the fact that it was later identified as a strength likely speaks to the
safety and confidence the group atmosphere facilitated for sharing. Bunny noted:
I felt support in my writing, especially if it’s something I’d never done before. Like, the
poetry, or when we had to write from a different character’s perspective, because I
usually write my own characters. I’d never wrote in, like, fan faction. So, it was nice to
get feedback from something I was unsure about.
The same was true for A, who expressed that the program helped them gain confidence in their
writing and in the belief that there are people out there who “will listen to you about writing, like
there are people who are kind of [...] the same.” Sharing their writing made participants feel less
alone. This participant, as well as one other, also expressed that Rainbow Writes encouraged
them to share their writing outside of the group. They both started posting their pieces on
personal social media websites and said they felt encouraged by the positive feedback they were
already receiving from friends outside the group.
Many also distinctively enjoyed splitting into Zoom breakout rooms for smaller group
sharing. They noted feeling less fear around sharing with fewer people, and felt they had more
time to give each other feedback and get to know one another on a more personal level.
Occasionally youth chose not to share a certain piece during the program, and when
asked in the post-interviews why they sometimes may not have, the few reasons given were that
the piece was not ready or “good enough” to share yet, that it may have felt too personal, having
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general nervousness or anxiety around sharing, or simply the participant’s mood that day. All
participants who cited reasons for not sharing a certain piece in the group also noted that there
was nothing members or leaders could have done to prevent this, that the group felt safe and
comfortable, and that they appreciated not being forced to share when they did not want to.
Overall, the sharing of their writing received a high rating from members (M = 8.2, SD = 1.6) in
the quantitative group ratings.
Peer-Leadership of Writing Activities. Another important aspect of the creative writing
component of this program was the opportunity for youth to develop and lead their own
activities. Youth reflected positively on the experience, with several noting they either felt
supported and encouraged by other group members when leading or if they chose not to lead (n =
5), that they enjoyed having the option. A few youth spoke about being nervous to lead
beforehand, but that once they began they were very proud of themselves and the fact that they
created something other group members enjoyed doing. Participants found that both the planning
session with the group leader and watching other members lead their activities as an example
helped eased their own nerves. The Unicorn explained how proud they were to see certain
members of the group lead:
I also really liked leading, I thought that was really fun. I like to lead things. I also like
when other people led, and it was really nice to see because everyone had different
activities and different ways of doing things. And a lot of people who were a bit shyer, or
like - I don’t want to single people out - but there were some people who were shyer, and
I'm like, “oh my gosh, I don’t know if they’re going not do as well, leading, because
they’re not as bubbly and outgoing,” or whatever, but they did really well too. So, I
thought it was nice to see people that come out of their shell a little bit.
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Participants enjoyed teaching others, and said it made the group feel both closer and more
equal. if noted the importance of this type of queer leadership, saying:
I think leading is really valuable and it's probably something that a lot of times people in
the 2SLGBTQ+ community might not, depending on what their school's like and what
clubs and things they're in, they might not be as likely to have as many opportunities
throughout high school to do it depending on how leadership positions are elected at their
school. Like I know at my high school student council was a popularity contest. And
obviously in a lot of situations, it doesn't necessarily have an impact, but depending what
kind of school you go to and what the tolerance levels are like you might not have had as
many chances to take on a leadership role. Just because of what the community at your
school is like or you might not have felt comfortable doing that because you didn't want
to deal with people who weren't as accepting, which you might have to in that position.
So, I think it's really valuable for there to be a safe space among other queer people to
take on that role for the first time if they hadn't already or just to reinforce the leadership
potential.
Overall peer-leadership received a high score from youth in the quantitative group
ratings, with “having other peers lead you” receiving a slightly higher rating than leading
themselves (M = 8.9, SD = 1.1; M = 8.2, SD = 1.8).
Online Format. A final strength of Rainbow Writes was the online format. Due to
COVID-19 the entirety of each group was conducted on Zoom, and while this was originally
thought to be not the ideal format choice in my program design, it turned out to be something
that many participants enjoyed and appreciated. Overall, the online format received a very high
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score from youth on the quantitative ratings (M = 9.0, SD = 1.5) as did the additional option for
communication over Discord (M = 9.5, SD = 0.6).
Participants noted a few reasons why the online format was particularly helpful to
2SLGBTQ+ youth during COVID-19. Firstly, several noted the mere convenience of completing
the program online. To them, this meant not having to “leave the comfort of [their] own
bedroom” and that no travel or transport from parents was required to attend. A few participants
mentioned it was nice to be able meet others in the 2SLGBTQ+ community across the country,
connecting with those they would never have had the chance to in regular life. Others spoke to
the accessibility of online groups, noting that for individuals with certain disabilities (e.g.,
deafness, sensory issues) having an online program was beneficial because they had control over
functions like captioning, noise levels, and seating. For a couple of members, online
programming was the only way they were able to join a program focused on 2SLGBTQ+
identity. For example, when asked about their favourite part of the program, AJMV explained
how:
I just really love how we all sort of connected even though we can't see each other in
person, it's really great. If it would've been in person, I don't think I would've gone
because someone would've had to bring me there and I can't do that.
Additionally, May explained that:
May: Not in person it’s almost better because it’s – I probably wouldn’t be doing this if it
was in person. So, it’s like a COVID thing that I did, that’s only related to that.
Interviewer: Why is it that you wouldn’t have done it in person?
May: I don’t know, because I’d have to like, tell my parents where I went and travel there
and like, be seen, I guess. Even though it’s not weird, it’s just like a more real thing.
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Finally, breakout rooms were noted by several participants as a highlight of having the
program online. They noted that groups of three were ideal, because they could get to know each
other and share their writing on a more personal level without the pressure and awkwardness of
being in a room with someone one-on-one. Participants in Group II particularly enjoyed writing
collaboratively in breakout rooms and then coming back to the main room to share what they
wrote with others.
Qualitative Post-Group Evaluation – Suggested Improvements
Improvements suggested by youth in their final group evaluations fell under three main
themes: timing, topics, and logistics. Suggestions on how to practically implement these changes
in future are reviewed in the discussion section and implementation guide (see Appendix C).
Timing. One suggestion from the majority of youth regarded group timing. Results show
that several youth would have preferred the program to be longer in both weeks and time per
week (i.e., more than ten weeks in duration, longer than 1.5 hours per session). Generally, youth
enjoyed the number and variety of writing activities covered during the sessions but felt slightly
rushed in the social aspect. Since the freedom and looser structure was important to members,
they suggested a longer session duration each week so they would have more time to socialize
and get to know each other without feeling as if they were taking time away from writing.
I think you could [do fewer writing activities], but I think it would take away from the
group. Because I think some of the times that everyone felt the most connected and
[were] having a lot of fun and kind of bonding as group were when people were just
having silly conversations that went really off-topic. And sticking to a more rigid
schedule wouldn't really let that happen the same way. (if)
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The goal for the program being longer in weeks was the same; though youth formed some
new relationships over the course of ten weeks, many felt they would have been able to grow
closer with certain members if they had a bit more time. These findings were supported in the
quantitative group ratings, demonstrated by the fact that 10 youth stated they would have
preferred the program be longer in weeks, and 7 preferred the sessions be longer each week.
Overall, however, the duration of the program received a high rating (M = 8.2, SD = 2.1) as well
as the session time each week (M = 8.2, SD = 1.6) suggesting that the timing did not affect
overall enjoyment of the program.
Writing Topics. Small improvements were also suggested in terms of writing topics.
Though several members reported not connecting with at least one of the activities, they did not
suggest that this be altered, stating “it was still fun to try new things out” (Bunny) and that “it
was a good time for everyone to get to lead” (May). Some concrete suggestions for topics that
could have been included were adding more introductory activities to get to know each other and
talking about more 2SLGBTQ+ and social justice subjects. However, this suggestion was also
contradicted by some youth who appreciated the group staying away from “sensitive topics” (A;
Tomb) and not making it all “revolve around a queer identity” (Bear). Suggestions for how to
reconcile these contradictions can be found in the discussion.
Logistics. A final area of improvement for Rainbow Writes regarded the logistics of the
group. Though many of these issues may be unavoidable, it is important to note in any case, so
future programs can actively monitor these issues and potentially develop solutions should
resources be available.
One suggestion from three of the older participants in Rainbow Writes was to consider
splitting the groups into closer age brackets. They suggested splitting into younger high school
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and older high school/university. The intention was for group members to relate more to each
other, with Ray explaining:
I think there might be a more comfort level. Because I really hope that none of the
people like felt like this, but just because I’m older and stuff like that, I know there’s the
kid that’s like “oh, the person’s older, they’re judging me, they have more experience,
like my things are not as valid”. Like I know if I was with someone who was older than
me, I would like - in the back of my mind I’d be a little bit more scared to be as honest as
possible. And so for that comfort level, I would be completely down with that too.
Contradictorily however, younger members often expressed enjoying the presence of role models
and peers who were further along in their gender/sexuality journeys. May expressed this, saying:
I think it’s interesting because I don’t really have older friends, especially not ones that
identify this way. So, they’re kind of like an older sibling in a way. I feel like I can just
talk to them about these things and they would understand maybe some more about some
of them. […] Like it’s cool to see LGBTQ+ people that are older and they kind of have
more independent lives. Like I don’t know, it’s just – not that much older than me but it’s
interesting to see them just like having relationships or doing these things that I don’t
particularly personally know anyone else doing that.
Additionally, a couple youth recommended having a smaller group to get to know
members better while a couple others recommended larger groups to meet a larger variety of
people. Considerations for how to reconcile both of these differences are discussed in the
implementation guide (see Appendix C).
While Rainbow Writes used Zoom, a couple of the youth expressed a preference for
alternative meeting platforms, like Microsoft Teams or Google Meets. Participants noted certain
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aspects of other platforms that could be useful, such as the option for automatic closed
captioning (which was not available at the time of the program on Zoom, but has since been
added), more chat functions, and a more aesthetically pleasing layout. One participant also
mentioned it would be helpful to receive specific instructions on how to join the online platform
of choice before the program, since in this case they had not used Zoom before and had trouble
joining initially.
Two other interrelated logistical issues were mentioned and are interesting to consider in
the development of future programs. These were recurrent Internet issues as well as a general
preference for in-person groups from a few participants. However, as mentioned in the online
format section above, other participants strongly preferred the group being online for privacy
reasons. Considerations for how to reconcile these two preferences are discussed in future
directions and the implementation guide.
Discussion
The following section focuses on the implications of a peer-led creative writing group on
2SLGBTQ+ youth’s wellbeing and how the demonstrated results of Rainbow Writes may lead to
improvements for similar programs in the future. The objectives of this research were to (a)
examine how COVID-19 affected the wellbeing of 2SLGBTQ+ youth in various cities across
Canada and whether or not Rainbow Writes reduced the impact of any of these stressors (b) to
examine the short-term impacts of Rainbow Writes on 2SLGBTQ+ youth by comparing their
emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing before and after the program to explore whether
peer-led creative writing interventions could eventually be used for PYD and (c) to evaluate
Rainbow Writes, assessing the strengths and challenges associated with the implementation of an
online peer-led creative group for 2SLGBTQ+ youth across Canada during COVID-19 versus
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the expectations and concerns youth had before joining the program. The implications of these
objectives and how they relate to both minority stress theory and PYD will be examined in the
following discussion.
Peer-led Youth Creative Writing Groups and Wellbeing
Emotional Wellbeing
One of the goals of Rainbow Writes was to increase participants’ emotional wellbeing,
defined by Keyes (2002) as positive feelings about life, positive affect, and life satisfaction. In
the pre-interviews, youth showed mixed baseline levels of emotional wellbeing, demonstrating
both positive and negative aspects of their lives contributing to life satisfaction or dissatisfaction.
Participants also mentioned school, mental health, medical challenges, and difficult living
situations contributing to their negative emotional wellbeing. Apart from social connection,
having goals, aspirations, hobbies, and helping others were the main aspects contributing to
participants’ positive emotional wellbeing. In the post-interviews, youth spoke of perceived
improvements in mood and optimism due to Rainbow Writes, as well as the program functioning
as self-care and a distractor from stressors outside the group. It is important to note that there
were no mentions of Rainbow Writes contributing negatively to emotional wellbeing.
These findings suggest that while the program may not have been sufficient to reduce
external stressors mentioned in the pre-interviews, such as family, friendship, and school
concerns, peer-led creative writing groups may function as a distractor from these stressors and
provide youth with a coping mechanism for when they do occur. While distraction may not
initially seem like a healthy coping strategy, this type of disengagement has been cited as
important by Craig et al. (2018) who explain that avoiding problems and distancing oneself from
harmful situations, like Rainbow Writes participants mentioned in their pre-interviews, can be an
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effective tool during adolescence when 2SLGBTQ+ youth have less power to change their
context in the short-term. Additionally, Craig et al. (2018) found that secondary control coping
strategies, such as humour and engaging in activities, may reduce cumulative stress. This aligns
with the strengths of Rainbow Writes mentioned by participants and points to the ability of peerled creative writing groups to be used as an effective coping mechanism thereby increasing
emotional wellbeing.
This also suggests that peer-led creative writing groups could function alongside other
supports (such as professional counselling or support groups) to improve youth’s emotional
wellbeing and perhaps certain aspects of their mental health. Though the quantitative findings on
emotional wellbeing were generally non-significant, there was a marginally significant reduction
in youth’s anxiety symptoms post-program on the PHQ-4. This was corroborated in the
qualitative findings by fewer mentions of anxiety symptoms in the post-interviews, as well as
certain participants mentioning a reduction in perfectionism. This small but potentially
meaningful impact points to the possibility of creative writing groups reducing anxiety-related
negative affect, suggesting future research should focus specifically on the mechanisms that can
help achieve this.
Unfortunately, there was no significant decrease in depressive symptom scores on the
PHQ-4 post-program and no specific mention of a reduction in the qualitative interview.
However, the increase in mood and optimism cited qualitatively could demonstrate a step
towards these outcomes. This minimal impact could be explained by previous findings from
Wilkerson et al. (2017) that attendance in 2SLGBTQ+ dedicated spaces can reduce depression
levels, but only if there is a certain level of focus on identity development and emotional
competence. If more time were provided for deeper personal topics to be covered in discussions,
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as some of the youth suggested in their post-interviews, perhaps Rainbow Writes would have
more directly reduced distress symptoms by providing a space to share resources or specific
coping mechanisms. However, as Gold (2014) notes in his book on youth creative writing
methods, writers can only write as deep as they are ready for. Findings on whether youth actually
desired these types of mental health-focused discussions and activities were mixed. While some
expressed this desire, others noted that going deeper may have taken away from the relaxed and
light atmosphere and the group may not have functioned as effectively as a stress-distractor.
It is interesting to note that though programmers often have certain goals for youth
programs, the youth themselves may see things differently. Just as Hardy and Monypenny (2019)
found in their study of gender diverse creative arts groups, programmers often search for
academically defined markers of wellbeing improvement whereas youth more often voice their
wellbeing goals informally, such as “to have fun” or “make friends”. This could be another
explanation why an increase in emotional wellbeing was not found quantitively through clinical
scales, but more informally through mentions of fun and increased mood.
Though the original intention of Rainbow Writes was to increase emotional wellbeing,
the program seemed to better function as a relief and distractor from other stressors causing
negative emotional wellbeing in the youth’s lives. Overall, mean scores on the TFI-19 secure
emotional expression subscale were high, suggesting that Rainbow Writes did provide a space
where youth felt safe to express this type of emotional vulnerability should they ultimately
desire. In future, creative writing programmers for 2SLGBTQ+ youth could consider achieving
more of a balance between fun and serious topics (Gold, 2014), diving deeper into the
exploration of writing as a direct coping mechanism for stressors and mental health challenges as
opposed to a reprieve from them.
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Psychological Wellbeing
Another goal of Rainbow Writes was to increase psychological wellbeing, best described
in this study by an increase in the positive identity markers of self-esteem, self-acceptance, and
self-worth. In the pre-interviews, most participants demonstrated mixed feelings about their
2SLGBTQ+ identities as well as their physical appearance and self-confidence. By the postinterview stage, qualitative findings across most participants demonstrated an increase in positive
feelings about their 2SLGBTQ+ identities, as well as an increase in self-esteem and confidence
in both themselves and their writing skills. Several participants felt Rainbow Writes gave them
an opportunity to explore new aspects of their gender and sexual identities in a safe space, learn
about new expressions of identity from others, find positive role models, and gain confidence
about their overall identification within the 2SLGBTQ+ community. Additionally, the
marginally significant increase in scores on the LGB-PIM, and the significant increase on the
authenticity subscale, suggests that an increase in psychological wellbeing is one of the main
impacts of peer-led creative writing groups such as this.
This type of positive identity development has previously been found to be easier in
groups in which all members share the experience of being “othered” (Detrie & Lease, 2007;
Hulko & Hovanes, 2018). Hardy and Monypenny (2019) expressed the importance of
2SLGBTQ+ exclusive groups to aid identity development, as it lessens the pressure of identity
formation and allows space for youth to ask questions and explore different identities throughout
the program. Identity exploration was validated in Rainbow Writes through affirmation of
fluctuating gender identity markers (i.e., names and pronouns) and the informal sharing of
2SLGBTQ+ life stories. This is likely a large part of why the program aided in positive identity
development despite youth not always choosing to lead identity explorative writes.
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Aligning with findings from previous scholars (Acuff, 2011; Hulko & Hovanes, 2018),
younger youth in Rainbow Writes noted the importance of positive role models on identity
development and how interacting with older youth with identities similar to their own living out
and proud helped increase confidence in their own identities. The current study added to
previous knowledge on the topic, discovering that though older youth were happy and even
inspired by providing leadership and guidance to younger members, some requested future
groups be split into closer age groups as they felt they could not always relate or be as open to
youth in different stages of life from them. This could be one of the reasons significant increases
on the LGB-PIM were relatively minimal; the older youth in the groups may have needed a space
with similar others even closer to their own age to fully reap the benefits Rainbow Writes
provided in terms of positive identity development.
The same can be said for the alterations suggested around smaller versus larger groups.
Since group age and size results seem mixed, future organizations could consider running small,
in-person groups for older youth who are more likely to have the independence to attend by
themselves with less fear of being outed in the process. Older youth may also be further along in
their gender and sexuality journeys and could discuss deeper emotional topics both on and off
the page. Larger groups for younger youth could then be run online to help with issues of privacy
and the common thread that the younger youth wanted the program to function more as a
distraction from queer issues as opposed to unpacking them. A final suggestion to address these
contradictory findings could be to have younger and older groups meet every so often to get to
know each other and write together on common topics of interest. This would allow for some of
the role modelling and mentorship youth enjoyed about Rainbow Writes that other researchers
have also cited as important (Acuff, 2011; Hulko & Hovanes, 2018), while taking the pressure
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off of older youth to constantly be acting in a leadership capacity. Overall, these improvements
could lead to an even greater increase in psychological wellbeing and positive identity
development for 2SLGBTQ+ youth in creative writing groups.
Creative writing itself was also shown to be an effective tool to increase youth’s
psychological wellbeing. Youth spoke on the personal reflection it allowed them and how
writing their feelings felt like an emotional release, especially when their words were understood
and appreciated by other members of the group. This aligns with previous findings on arts-based
programs (Acuff, 2011; Gold, 2014; Huerta, 2018; Halverson, 2005, 2010; Kelleher, 2009;
Lander, 2020; M. Rhoades, 2012; R. Rhoades, 2016) and suggests that creative writing can
provide some of the same benefits as programs such as dance, theatre, or visual arts but with
lower costs and more accessibility (Gold, 2014; Lauer & Goldfield, 1970). Namely, activities in
Rainbow Writes allowed youth to examine unprocessed feelings through words and explore
identity in a safe space with similar others, similar to other arts-based interventions (Gold, 2014;
Hardy & Monypenny, 2019; Huerta, 2018; Kelleher, 2009).
Advancements in creative writing skills also seemed to be qualitatively related to an
overall increase in positive identity, though the exact mechanisms of this are unknown. One
potential explanation is that gaining confidence in creative writing may have led youth to gain
confidence in other areas of their lives. The exact nature of this relationship should be explored
in further detail by future researchers. These writing outcomes overall provide important insight
as to why creative writing groups might be important for 2SLGBTQ+ youth’s psychological
wellbeing, an area that has only minimally been explored before in this capacity (Bensel et al.,
2018; Fair et al., 2012; Gonçalves et al., 2015; Huerta, 2018) and to my knowledge, never in a
mixed-methods formative evaluation.
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Finally, the findings around the peer-led aspect of the program demonstrated how peerfacilitation may contribute to an increase in psychological wellbeing and positive identity.
Aligning with previous research findings that youth-led groups operate best when accompanied
by a light level of adult-facilitation (Bensel, 2018; Hauseman, 2016), Rainbow Writes seemed to
function well with youth leading certain activities and the adult group leader guiding others. This
was demonstrated by discussions from participants on appreciating the option of peer-leading,
yet also appreciating the structure and themes provided by the group leaders. Hardy and
Monypenny (2019) reported similar findings, stating that gender diverse youth in their study
preferred small, 2SLGBTQ+ exclusive groups that are minimally facilitated by 2SLGBTQ+
adults. This study echoes these findings and adds creative writing to the list of effective activities
in which to employ peer-leadership to increase positive identity development.
As peer-leading was cited in the results as a strength of implementation, future programs
should consider integrating leadership into 2SLGBTQ+ online programs in new and different
ways to find the most successful method. Though youth enjoyed having the option to lead the
longer writing activity, factors such as school and life commitments as well as anxieties around
leading the group, inhibited some participants’ ability and desire to do so. Future writing group
leaders could consider implementing peer-leadership in different ways to counter this, such as
having youth lead shorter activities, co-lead with other group members, or prepare for their
leadership activity further in advance to diminish nerves around implementation. Facilitators
should also prepare backup activities in case youth choose not to peer-lead last minute, an option
that should always be afforded to keep groups inclusive and compassionate.
Overall, this study found that peer-led creative writing groups function well to increase
psychological wellbeing and positive identity markers, specifically confidence and self-esteem.
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Future research should explore these outcomes in different creative writing contexts to determine
whether these findings are generalizable to all creative writing groups and which specific aspects
of Rainbow Writes (e.g., group size, duration, leadership, activity type) facilitated this increase.
Social Wellbeing
Social connectedness was the final indicator of wellbeing in this study, defined by Lee
and Robbins (1998) as a sense of belonging and closeness with one’s friends, family, peers, and
community. As with feelings about identity, participants showed mixed results around social
wellbeing in their pre-interviews. Many noted having various networks of support including
friends, family, and the 2SLGBTQ+ community. On the other hand, there were mentions of
conflict, discriminatory identity experiences, and an overall desire for increased social support.
In the post-interviews, qualitative results related to social wellbeing were strong, as it was the
most frequently mentioned strength of the program. Most participants noted that Rainbow Writes
gave them a stronger sense of social connection in general as well as to the 2SLGBTQ+
community, that they felt safe and comfortable in their groups, and that they experienced both
empathetic and tangible support from other group members. Several expressed the desire to
continue connecting outside of group and requested more unstructured time during sessions to
get to know each other on a deeper level.
This request for more “off-topic” or unstructured time suggests that social connection was
an important aspect of the program separate from the creative writing itself. This demonstrates
the importance of free time in 2SLGBTQ+ groups, giving youth the opportunity to get to know
each other on a more personal level, similar to findings from Hardy and Monypenny (2019) on
unstructured time during creative arts therapies. The main concern in this area for Rainbow
Writes was the short time span of the sessions and an inability to properly connect with other
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members during that limited time. As Wilkerson et al. (2017) pointed out, an important focus of
youth groups should be social bonding, and peer-led creative writing groups should make this
more of a focus in future iterations. Future programs should consider running the group for
longer both in weeks and time per week, as well as helping youth connect outside of session
hours to get to know each other better in informal settings. Suggestions on how best to facilitate
this can be found in the implementation guide (see Appendix C).
Another interesting finding related to social wellbeing was the function the program
served to facilitate hearing different views and understanding new identities. While this assisted
youth in their own identity exploration, it also seemed to serve the function of learning and
gaining empathy, which relate well to two of the Five Cs of PYD: competence and
caring/compassion (Lerner et al., 2003). A few youth mentioned hearing different views as a
goal of joining the program and many more mentioned it as a benefit of Rainbow Writes in their
post-interviews. This was echoed in the high post-interview mean scores on the TFI-19 social
learning subscale, suggesting overall the groups functioned relatively well to allow social
learning between participants. These results seem to demonstrate that though being in a group of
similar others increases various aspects of wellbeing (Hardy & Monypenny, 2019), having an
array of different identities in this space can directly benefit youth’s social wellbeing, allowing
them to get to know people they normally would dismiss as “too different”. Overall, this points
to the importance of diversity within 2SLGBTQ+ exclusive spaces and future groups should
make it essential to include participants of different genders, sexualities, ethnicities, and beliefs
to best facilitate social learning.
The goal of social connectedness and wellbeing in Rainbow Writes was not only to gain
closer relationships with peers, but ultimately to create a better relationship with and
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understanding of oneself (Cook & Krueger-Henney, 2017; Lerner et al., 2003). As noted in
previous research (McDonald, 2018), social connection relates to positive identity in that it can
increase self-esteem through encouragement from peers, which was demonstrated in Rainbow
Writes by the confidence participants gained from hearing positive writing feedback and seeing
other members confident in their 2SLGBTQ+ identities. From the integrated way youth spoke of
building self-esteem and receiving encouragement from other members on their writing and
identity development, it would be difficult to analyze the effects of one separate from the other.
This goes to say that positive identity development and social wellbeing may be deeply
intertwined for 2SLGBTQ+ youth, as previous scholars have noted adolescence as an important
time for youth to discover who they are through their relationships with peers (Cook & KruegerHenney, 2017; Detrie & Lease, 2007; Green et al., 2020; Kelleher, 2009; McDonald, 2018;
Sadowski et al., 2009). Since peer-learning became increasingly difficult during the COVID-19
pandemic (Hawke et al., 2021), it is important that online groups work to supplement
relationships and social connections that may have been hindered during this time.
Findings from the current study suggest that online hobby groups may be an effective
strategy for increasing 2SLGBTQ+ youth’s social wellbeing, especially in situations like
COVID-19 where in-person social groups are not feasible. In a study on the impact of online
chatrooms during COVID-19, Fish et al. (2020) noted the importance of online communities for
2SLGBTQ+ youth who are stuck at home with unsupportive families. Discord servers in
particular were mentioned as an effective way to supplement in-person social interaction (Fish et
al., 2020), which was a strategy employed during Rainbow Writes. In fact, interaction on the
Rainbow Writes Discord channels received the highest rating on the group rating scales,
followed closely by the use of the online platform. This goes to show that online groups serve an
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important function for 2SLGBTQ+ youth, one reason for which cited in this study was that
online groups allow more anonymous connections outside of youth’s in-person communities, in
turn allowing programs such as these to reach a greater number of 2SLGBTQ+ youth.
On the other hand, some youth did find social connection slightly more difficult to
achieve in an online setting. While some youth enjoyed the convenience and privacy of being
able to connect online, others would have preferred the inherent strengths of an in-person group.
Future programs could combat this by considering offering both options: small online groups for
youth who desire privacy and anonymity, alongside simultaneous in-person groups for those who
want to make deeper connections within their geographical communities. Further suggestions on
how to implement this balanced strategy can be found in the accompanying implementation
guide (see Appendix C).
As demonstrated throughout this section, gaining social connectedness seemed to be a
very important aspect of Rainbow Writes on youth’s social wellbeing, however, these results did
not translate to quantitative significance. In fact, on the MOS-SSS, social support showed a
marginally significant decrease, the opposite of the desired effect. Though reasons for a general
lack of quantitative significance will be examined in the limitations section, this particular result
can perhaps be explained in a similar way to quantitative findings related to emotional wellbeing.
Though Rainbow Writes did function as an important way to gain social connection, this
connectedness may not have permeated to relationships outside of the group just as emotional
wellbeing effects did not work to reduce external distress symptoms. Furthermore, COVID-19
posed particular challenges regarding social connectedness and isolation. Though Rainbow
Writes could work to counter this within session time, the program could not necessarily prevent
this isolation from occurring outside of group hours.
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To add to this point, questions on the MOS-SSS generally relate to types of support that
can only be accessed outside of group time, such as having someone to ask about personal
problems, getting personal advice, or material support like assistance with chores and doctor
visits (Zanini et al., 2018). Should the program have been longer, perhaps these types of support
could have begun to emerge between group members, but in only ten weeks in an online
program, this level of one-on-one social support was likely not feasible. Future research could
examine which aspects of social support 2SLGBTQ+ youth most desire in creative writing
groups (e.g., type, duration, quantity of support) to determine how to best facilitate a larger
increase in social wellbeing.
Rainbow Writes and COVID-19 Stressors
In terms of COVID-19, results showed that Rainbow Writes was able to help alleviate
some stressors caused by the pandemic. One negative impact of COVID-19 that creative writing
groups can specifically work to counter is the cancellation of youth’s extracurricular activities.
The main outcome for this extracurricular activity was that being part of a regularly scheduled
group provided some sense of normalcy for participants and reduced overall feelings of social
isolation. This aligned with suggestions from recent COVID-19 research (Fish et al., 2020;
Green et al., 2020; Hawke et al., 2021), encouraging an increase in online social programming
during the pandemic to foster better connection and identity development in 2SLGBTQ+ youth.
This study’s findings on how peer-led creative writing groups can facilitate a reduction in
isolation and feelings of loneliness align well with research from Sadowski et al. (2009) noting
that social connections are especially important when homes are an unwelcoming space. When
COVID-19 began and public health regulations required Canadians to quarantine in their primary
place of residence, many 2SLGBTQ+ youth faced isolation with families to whom they had not
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yet disclosed their gender/sexual identities (Fish et al., 2020; Green et al., 2020; Hawke et al.,
2021). This was the case for several youth in Rainbow Writes, and without their typical levels of
in-person 2SLGBTQ+ support, these youth struggled to find identity-specific spaces without
their parents discovering the nature of the programs they were joining. Rainbow Writes therefore
provided a space for youth to continue developing social connections in the 2SLGBTQ+
community online, making sure there were measures in place to keep their participation
confidential, even from those they live with. This type of support has been noted as important in
early COVID-19 research from Hawke et al. (2021) and Green et al. (2020).
Fish et al. (2020) demonstrated similar findings, noting that though 2SLGBTQ+ youth
were experiencing increased interpersonal, intrapersonal, and structural challenges during the
pandemic, online support from peers was helping alleviate some of this stress. Youth in Fish et
al.’s (2020) study particularly recommended having chat-based options in online programming
for youth who were concerned about those they live with overhearing them. This aligns with
Rainbow Writes findings around the benefits of privacy, as many of the youth took advantage of
the Zoom chat functions as well as muting/turning off their cameras when family members
entered their space during sessions.
Though COVID-19 may have been a unique situation during which youth were rarely
alone in their homes, future online 2SLGBTQ+ creative writing groups should continue to allow
for this option as it makes the programs more accessible to youth who are fearful of privacy
concerns when joining identity-based groups. Specific to creative writing, group leaders can also
ensure youth have the option to type their writing pieces into the chat as opposed to reading them
aloud, not only if they are concerned about privacy, but because it proved to be a good option for
youth who experienced more anxiety around sharing.
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The peer-led aspect of the program also proved important in a COVID-19 context. A
recent report by Hawke et al. (2021) cites that autonomous decision making is an important part
of youth development that was hindered during COVID-19, and that peer-leadership in online
groups provides a unique opportunity for 2SLGBTQ+ youth to engage in leadership in a safe
space. Some members of Rainbow Writes noted that 2SLGBTQ+ youth are often granted fewer
leadership opportunities in classes and school extracurriculars because they may be fearful of
drawing attention to themselves in a cis-heteronormative context. This means 2SLGBTQ+ youth
are more often granted leadership and safe social opportunities in identity-specific
extracurriculars such as school GSAs (Fish et al., 2020). Therefore, when these groups were
cancelled during COVID-19, many youth lost leadership opportunities they may have found in
these spaces. Since extracurriculars are an important part of youth’s social and identity
development (Green et al., 2020), it is important that 2SLGBTQ+ organizations supplement
these cancellations by offering online leadership opportunities in identity-specific spaces.
Similar to the results around emotional wellbeing, Rainbow Writes was seen as a good
distraction from the stress of the pandemic and gave participants something to look forward to
each week where they could connect with people outside of their regular lives. This qualitative
finding was likely related to the high mean score on the TFI-19 instillation of hope subscale;
particularly in a COVID-19 context, Rainbow Writes functioned well to help youth see a positive
future beyond the pandemic. Youth in Fish et al.’s (2020) study noted loss of routine as a stressor
during COVID-19 as did the youth in the Rainbow Writes pre-interviews, so in the current
context it is important to run creative writing groups on a consistent schedule to provide youth
with some of the stability they may have lost during the pandemic.
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Overall, Rainbow Writes was shown to reduce the effects of certain pandemic stressors.
Research shows that COVID-19 may have exacerbated challenges already present for
2SLGBTQ+ youth (Fish et al., 2020; Green et al., 2020; Hawke et al., 2021), so the positive
impacts peer-led creative writing groups demonstrated in this study are likely applicable outside
of this specific context. However, future researchers should continue exploring these outcomes
with a larger sample of youth beyond the timeline of the current pandemic to determine whether
findings are generalizable to a more “normal” context.
Theoretical Implications
As addressed in the introduction, Rainbow Writes was in part created to explore how
peer-led creative writing groups might alleviate some of the impact of minority stressors. In
terms of types of stressors, the program may have alleviated some of the distress resulting from
proximal stressors, such as expectations of rejection, concealment, and internalized homophobia
(Meyers, 2003). This was likely due to the opportunity to be in an exclusively 2SLGBTQ+
space, which can minimize experiences of covert forms of discrimination that are more common
for 2SLGBTQ+ youth today (Fish, 2020; Meyer, 2016). That is to say, peer-led creative writing
groups seem able to alleviate some of the stress caused from constant monitoring and vigilance
by being in a space surrounded by those with similar identities (Fish, 2020; Hardy &
Monypenny, 2019; Meyer, 2003; Shilo et al., 2014).
Though it was not a main objective to this research, it seems likely that Rainbow Writes
was not able to alleviate distress from more direct distal stressors, such as direct discriminatory
experiences (Meyer, 2003). This is likely due to the fact that participation in supportive groups
cannot prevent discriminatory experiences from occurring but can function as a coping
mechanism when they do. While within the creative writing group youth could let go of their
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fear of peer identity-rejection, potentially helping them understand that there are spaces where
they will be fully accepted for who they are and perhaps slightly lessening their expectations for
rejection outside of the group. Fully eliminating minority stressors from the lives of 2SLGBTQ+
youth would sadly be an impossible feat for the scope of creative writing groups, demonstrating
the need for concurrent research, education, and activism to decrease minority stressors from
initial occurrence. However, until 2SLGBTQ+ youth can be fully extricated from distal stressors,
peer-led creative writing groups may grant the opportunity to cope with them.
In regard to PYD, findings from Rainbow Writes demonstrated that peer-led creative
writing groups have similar effects to other arts-based groups (Acuff, 2011; Cook & KruegerHenney, 2017; Halverson, 2010; Lander, 2020; Lerner et al., 2003; M. Rhoades, 2012; R.
Rhoades, 2016), carrying the potential to lead 2SLGBTQ+ youth through certain aspects of
PYD. In terms of the Five Cs (Lerner et al., 2003), peer-led creative writing groups have the
potential to lead youth towards social-emotional, leadership and writing competence, confidence
in both their identities and their writing, connection with similar others, and caring/compassion
for group members. Notably, connection and competence are two markers of PYD that Toomey
et al. (2020) found 2SLGBTQ+ youth can struggle with, suggesting these types of creative
writing groups are one mechanism to reduce these types of PYD challenges in minority youth
populations.
Since the current findings demonstrate the ability for peer-led creative writing groups to
begin to improve overall wellbeing in 2SLGBTQ+ youth, future studies could consider diving
deeper into specific measures of PYD to determine whether the outcomes of these groups map
precisely on to the benefits of PYD programs. While Rainbow Writes did not explicitly measure
the PYD marker character, it would be interesting to examine if any mechanism of writing
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groups could guide youth in character development, perhaps the qualitative outcome many
Rainbow Writes participants noted of having their minds and hearts opened to new identities
they were previously unsure of.
Finally, to lead youth to the sixth C of PYD, contribution (Lerner & Lerner, 2013), future
iterations could more actively encourage a final writing project or dissemination, encouraging
youth to share their stories with their communities. As Gonçalves et al. (2015) noted, the sharing
of 2SLGBTQ+ youth experiences could foster a deeper societal understanding of their stories,
while also potentially helping youth feel they contributed to making a better future for similar
others. While a dissemination project was encouraged in Rainbow Writes, and one of the groups
actively took steps towards starting a cumulative zine, ultimately participants lost momentum
once the program finished and the zine was never created. Future creative writing programs
could explore how to best support youth in these types of final projects, such as appointing a
youth leader from the group, starting in the early weeks, and scheduling follow-up meetings with
the members and group leaders to ensure progress is made.
Practical Implications
On a practical level, this study provided knowledge on how peer-led creative writing
groups can best facilitate an improvement in 2SLGBTQ+ youth wellbeing and potentially PYD.
The findings allow us to gain important insight directly from 2SLGBTQ+ youth on how these
programs can better serve them in the future. In summary, youth enjoyed a small, diverse group
exclusively for 2SLGBTQ+ youth with a mix of 2SLGBTQ+ adult-facilitation and peerleadership. Participants enjoyed a mix of serious and fun topics and valued having the option for
peer-leadership so long as participation was optional and flexible. Most participants requested
the program run for longer than 1.5 hours per week for a minimum of ten weeks. Future
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programs could consider running various groups over the course of a school semester to align
with youth’s schedules. Youth requested more free time to get to know each other, which could
be incorporated into weekly sessions or planned outside of group time. Finally, mixed group
evaluation findings suggest that there be options for both older and younger youth groups and
both in-person and online participation. An in-depth report on aspects to consider when planning
a 2SLGBTQ+ peer-led creative writing group can be found in the accompanying implementation
guide (see Appendix C) which will be disseminated in future to 2SLGBTQ+ youth organizations
across Canada.
Limitations
Mainly due to the COVID-19 context in which this study took place, various limitations
arose regarding this research. Though the necessity of online programming due to governmental
health regulations made the program more accessible to youth across Canada, it came with
inherent challenges. Online settings do not allow for the same levels of informal interaction
before and after the sessions and during breaks, potentially inhibiting deeper social connections
that may appear more clearly on clinical scales such as the MOS-SSS. Discord was one useful
tool suggested and utilized by youth while opening the Zoom meeting early was suggested yet
not utilized by youth, indicating that future programs should consider these tools as well as
others to increase informal social connection for the duration of online programs.
The context of COVID-19 also came with inherent strain on the population’s mental
health that could not necessarily be combatted within the context of the program. Though the
groups helped alleviate some stressors such as social isolation, other external COVID-19
stressors were unavoidable (e.g., being isolated with unaccepting family, sudden school closures
and lockdowns, cancellation of other extracurricular activities, health concerns). Results may
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have been affected by the tumultuous nature of the pandemic, with post-interviews aligning with
difficult times during the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada for both groups.
For example, due to the holiday season, Group I’s post-interviews were conducted two
weeks after the program ended, following the Christmas break in Ontario. This means that any
possible stressors resulting from family relations during the holidays (potentially exacerbated
this year by COVID-19) may have impacted the survey responses and the t-test and RCI results
may not been completely reflective of quantitative group outcomes. Gold (2014) notes that this
type of stress is common for marginalized youth around the holidays and suggests writing on
lighter topics on the weeks leading up to the holiday break.
Group II’s post-interviews were conducted in early February, aligning with another
extension of strict lockdown in Ontario (Office of the Premier, 2021). This could again account
for some of the unexpected quantitative RCI and t-test findings (e.g., decreases in social support
on the MOS-SSS). As mentioned above, Rainbow Writes was ultimately not able to alleviate all
stressors outside of the group, and quantitative findings may have reflected this limitation.
Other areas of limitation in this study were sample size, attendance, and participation in
peer-leadership. In order to keep the groups intimate and safe for sharing, small group sizes were
chosen, however this meant statistical power remained fairly low for quantitative analyses.
Future research should consider running multiple groups at once to increase sample size while
maintaining the integrity of the program. Additionally, since there was no way to enforce
program attendance and many members enjoyed this less rigid structure, attendance numbers
varied from week-to-week. This may have affected the program’s ability to increase wellbeing,
as regular attendance fosters the ability for deeper connection throughout. Additionally, not
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every member participated in the peer-leadership aspect of the program which may have
reflected results in unforeseen ways (e.g., confidence, closeness, belonging).
It is also imperative to note that as the principal investigator, I both created and co-led
Rainbow Writes as well as conducted and analyzed all participant interviews. Though every
effort was made to ensure participants knew they could be honest during interviews, including
the addition of an anonymous feedback form participants were encouraged to utilize, results
could be biased by my involvement. However, considering no group members chose to submit to
the anonymous feedback form post-program or reach out to the co-leads about any concern in the
process, it can be assumed youth felt they could be fairly honest during their group evaluations.
Another reason for this belief is that the interviews did not consist of entirely positive feedback,
as many suggestions for improvements were made to me directly. This deep level of involvement
also may have influenced my qualitative analyses, which is why a second coder was hired to
increase trustworthiness and objectivity. Overall, this does point to the importance of peer-led
creative writing groups guided by other 2SLGBTQ+ researchers with diverse personalities and
skillsets who may employ different leadership strategies and/or group formats to ensure the
findings are generalizable.
Finally, the quantitative limitations of this work demonstrate the importance of
triangulating quantitative research with qualitative methods. Mixed methods allow a fuller
picture of research results, especially when working with marginalized youth who in this case,
found many of the scales restrictive in their options. Participants often requested the chance to
provide context to their answers, and luckily were granted this chance during their qualitative
interviews. Without the interview to provide context it may have seemed as though Rainbow
Writes had minimal impact on participants, when in reality, all participants qualitatively reported
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gaining at least some form wellbeing increase as a result of the program. Future researchers
working with 2SLGBTQ+ youth should consider the importance of youth voices to contextualize
research and continue to develop methods that can accurately represent their stories.
Conclusion
Though it is not possible to change the lives of 2SLGBTQ+ youth in the span of one tenweek program, Rainbow Writes provided an important distraction from the stressors of everyday
life, especially in a time of global crisis and prolonged isolation. The way our society currently
operates, minority stressors will be a part of 2SLGBTQ+ youths’ lives no matter how many
programs try to prevent them, but the important takeaway from this study is that though these
stressors will always exist, programs such as this can provide some respite. Especially for
intersectional and gender diverse 2SLGBTQ+ youth, it is crucial to have a safe space to be
yourself without the threat of potential discrimination or identity judgement, which was reported
by participants in this study. This safe space in turn allows youth to build confidence, selfesteem, and engage in identity exploration, all leading them on the important path to PYD.
Rainbow Writes did not only act as an identity development tool or supportive space,
with the added layer of creative writing youth had a pre-established shared common interest to
bond over and develop skills in. Rather than being the main focus, the 2SLGBTQ+ aspect of
Rainbow Writes provided the ground floor of the program, allowing youth to feel safe in a
judgement-free environment and instead direct their focus to developing friendships, skills, and
hobbies without the potential threat of identity stressors weighing them down.
In future, it is important that 2SLGBTQ+ youth groups consider expanding beyond the
label of “support groups” and provide opportunities for youth with similar identities to come
together over shared interests as well. Cis-heterosexual youth groups are generally formed
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around a shared interest or hobby, and it is not often enough that 2SLGBTQ+ youth get this
opportunity in identity-exclusive spaces. These youth can intentionally fall into the background
of other groups for fear of calling attention to their identities, so an exclusively 2SLGBTQ+
space provides the potential to explore leadership with supportive others, increasing their
confidence and self-esteem in turn. Rainbow Writes provided this opportunity, initially allowing
youth to come together over their shared love of creative writing but leaving with much more
than that. Members ended the program with the invaluable outcomes of feeling more confident in
themselves and their writing abilities, as well as having a new group of friends whom they
understand and who understand them.
Overall, findings point to the positive impact peer-led creative writing groups can have on
the lives of 2SLGBTQ+ youth and suggest the ability of similar future programs to improve
members’ wellbeing and potentially guide them towards PYD. To end, I would like to share a
final quotation from one participant that I believe accurately sums up the experience of Rainbow
Writes and the importance of continuing both research and implementation of peer-led creative
writing groups in the future.
I mean I was just thinking today, I was like, man, I hate the fact that bad things happen
out of nowhere, but good things have to happen because you work for it. And just, this
was a good thing that happened out of nowhere. This was just an Instagram ad that
popped up at like 4 a.m. on my thing and I was like ‘I’m going to try and do it’. And to
think that it could be as good as it was, right? I expected nothing going into it, because I
just didn’t have any expectations, I was just going to try and see how this goes. And for it
to be as positive as it was, I think I’m going to take away the fact that, you know, little
good things happen. Good things happen. (Ray)
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Appendix B
Rainbow Writes Group #1: Group Agreement
1. Confidentiality
2. Use positive language when giving constructive criticism
3. Refer to the writing not the person
4. Respect triggers
5. Use inclusive language and words
6. Can use reclaimed language as long as everyone is comfortable with it
7. Keep an open mind
8. Assume people are coming from the best place
9. Be present while we’re here
10. Be mindful of content, keep it appropriate for everything in the group
Rainbow Writes Group #2: Group Agreement
1. Keep language positive and respectful (refrain from using discriminatory slurs)
2. Respect each other’s…
a. Pronouns. If you don't know, ask.
b. Triggers. Please warn if any topic you’ll be reading about may be considered
triggering to some.
c. Boundaries. If you're asked to stop, please stop.
3. Constructive criticism is allowed, but please be polite and keep language positive.
4. Confidentiality. Keep what is said in the group, in the group. If you want to share
anything from the group, feel free, just refrain from sharing personal information about
your fellow members.
5. Be here while you’re here :) Take a break whenever you need it but be engaged when you
are here.
6. Try to have an open mind and participate actively without the usual distractions of the
outside world.
7. Understand that folk’s mental health can impact their ability to participate.
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Appendix C

Rainbow Writes©
Implementation Guide
How to Run an Online, 2SLGBTQ+ Youth Creative Writing Group in Your
Organization
By: Ceilidh Harrison, MA Candidate, Wilfrid Laurier University
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Executive Summary
Introduction to Rainbow Writes
This report was designed to disseminate the findings of a Wilfrid Laurier University
thesis project “Rainbow Writes: Peer-Led Creative Writing Groups’ Potential for Promoting
2SLGBTQ+ Youth Wellbeing” (REB#6603) conducted by the author, Ceilidh Harrison. Rainbow
Writes is a creative writing program designed by the author specifically targeted to youth who
identify within the 2SLGBTQ+ community. It focuses on improving positive youth development
through creating connection with similar others, offering opportunities for leadership, and
increasing writing confidence and ability. The group can be run in a variety of settings online or
in-person. This was a mixed methods study evaluating the implementation and impact of two
online 2SLGBTQ+ youth creative writing groups (N = 20) across Canada. These groups consisted
of 9 & 11 youth and ran online for 1.5 hours weekly for 10 weeks. Mixed methods, in the form
of a pre- and post online survey, semi-structured interviews and a brief midway group-level
evaluation, were used to conduct an evaluation of Rainbow Writes, as well as explore its impact
on COVID-19 stressors and emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing. Thematic analysis,
the Reliable Change Index, and paired t-tests were used to analyze findings. It is my hope that
this document will effectively communicate the importance of dedicated online 2SLGBTQ+
youth spaces and demonstrate how organizations can run groups of a similar nature in their
own spaces to suit youth-identified needs.

COVID-19 Context
It is important to begin by noting that Rainbow Writes was developed and implemented
during the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic. This context significantly impacted both how the
group ran and the impacts it may have had on the youth, however this is not to say that the
group cannot be effectively run outside of pandemic times.
In their pre-interviews, youth were asked how COVID-19 was affecting them overall.
Various stressors were identified, including the lack of social connection, restrictions on agency
and freedom, cancellations of extracurricular activities, lack of structural support in areas such
as academics, mental health, and gender-affirming care, and stress from online schooling.
In the post-interview, youth were asked if Rainbow Writes was able to alleviate any of
these previously identified stressors. Though the program was not able to alleviate all stressors,
youth did note that their participation increased levels of social connection and reduced
feelings of isolation, as well as gave them a routine/something to look forward to each week. In
a time where nothing was certain, youth found Rainbow Writes to be a stable source of
interaction they could count on and said that the group provided a little bit of normal in these
uncertain times.
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Findings
The goal of Rainbow Writes overall was to increase youth’s social, psychological, and
emotional wellbeing and to determine how the program might be able to achieve this.
Members completed both quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews to assess these
outcomes, as well as a brief midway evaluation.
Many strengths that may have helped increase wellbeing were identified by youth. The
main aspects of the group youth enjoyed were the increased social connection, peerleadership, the positive, supportive and relaxed group atmosphere, the opportunity for
personal reflection through creative writing and bettering their skills in this area, and the
opportunity to share and receive positive feedback on their writing. The online format was also
noted as a positive for many members, especially for the 2SLGBTQ+ youth who said they would
not feel comfortable asking their parents to take them to an in-person group.
Overall, youth felt positively about how the group was implemented and all participants
said they would participate in a similar group again should they be given the chance. Detailed
quantitative and qualitative results on how the group impacted the wellbeing of participants is
summarized in the author’s full thesis document (Harrison, 2021).

Application
Based on youth feedback from Rainbow Writes, the following should be considered
when developing the program structure for a 2SLGBTQ+ youth creative writing group in your
organization. Groups are recommended to be a minimum of 10-12 weeks (with a preference for
longer), at least 2 hours in length, and have under 12 participants. This allows youth to have
time to develop both writing skills and social relationships without feeling rushed. Additionally,
most youth liked the intimacy of smaller groups for ease of sharing and ability to get to know
each member on a more personal level. Creative writings groups should also have the option
for both online and in-person participation to accommodate the needs of as many youth as
possible. Organizations should group youth based on grade or age (within a few years of each
other) to ensure that youth are in similar life stages, but still have the added benefit of
mentorship between older and younger youth.
Peer-leadership was found to be an important aspect of Rainbow Writes and therefore
is something important to consider incorporating. Peer-leadership not only gives 2SLGBTQ+
youth opportunities to develop leadership skills in a safe space, but increases confidence, group
cohesion, and overall enjoyment of the group. Something also important to consider is having
your group facilitator identify within the same community as participants to allow youth to feel
truly understood by the leadership team’s insider perspective.
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Other important aspects to consider are asking youth’s expectations and concerns
before group start as well as conducting a mid-way evaluation. Asking participants for group
expectations can give the leader ideas for structuring the group to best suit the needs of the
members and conducting a midway evaluation can flag any issues or desired changes that the
group leader can implement for the remainder of the program. Another way to ensure youth
feel heard is developing a group agreement in the first session. These “rules” on behaviour are
an effective way to set a safe and inclusive tone for the entirety of the group.
Finally, organizations should offer various options for youth to connect outside of the
group, both supervised and unsupervised. One consistent improvement suggested during
Rainbow Writes was more time to get to know each other. You as a facilitator can encourage
this by polling youth for times they’d be available for activities (such as movie or games nights)
or even by opening the group 15-minutes early to allow for more unstructured conversation
time.
In addition to program structure, the actual writing activities are a crucial piece to the
puzzle. It is important to allow for flexibility in your schedule as each week can look different in
terms of energy levels and interest in the activities. One method that demonstrated success
was having an overarching topic each week. This provides a loose structure for youth so the
activities don’t feel scattered and gives them themes to base their peer-leadership around.
Specific suggestions on how to structure your activities and examples of possible content can
be found in the accompanying Rainbow Writer’s Toolkit.

Conclusion
Though it is not possible to change the lives of 2SLGBTQ+ youth in the span of one 10week program, Rainbow Writes provided an important distraction from the stressors of
everyday life in a time of global crisis and prolonged isolation. Especially for intersectional and
gender diverse 2SLGBTQ+ youth, it is crucial to have a safe space to be yourself without the
threat of potential discrimination or identity judgement, which in turn allows youth to build
confidence, self-esteem, and engage in identity exploration. Rather than being the main focus,
the 2SLGBTQ+ aspect of the group provided a ground floor, allowing youth to feel safe in a
judgement-free space and instead direct their focus to developing friendships, skills, and
hobbies without the potential threat of identity stressors weighing them down.
In future, it is important that 2SLGBTQ+ youth groups consider expanding beyond the
label of “support groups” and provide opportunities for youth with similar identities to come
together over shared interests such as creative writing. Other youth groups are generally
formed around a shared interest or hobby, and it is not often enough that 2SLGBTQ+ youth get
this opportunity in identity-exclusive spaces. These youth can fall into the background in other
groups for fear of calling attention to their identity, so an exclusively 2SLGBTQ+ space gives the
potential to explore leadership with supportive others, increasing their confidence and selfesteem in turn.
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Overall, findings demonstrate the positive impact peer-led creative writing groups can
have on the lives of 2SLGBTQ+ youth who join and points to the ability of similar future
programs to improve members’ wellbeing. By simply by engaging with this work and
committing to support 2SLGBTQ+ youth and their needs you are making change happen, and
for this I thank you.
“I already miss the extra time people took to show others how much they care. The little
handwritten thank you notes I got when I ordered take-out, or the look on someone’s face
when they saw me for the first time in months. I also already miss writing little cards to senior
centres or for healthcare workers at hospitals that were hit particularly hard. I miss feeling like I
could bring a smile to someone’s face in a dark time. I also miss the empty streets, the way I
could walk around downtown and feel like the only person in the world. I’m going to miss
passing someone on the street and being able to tell that we’re both trying to smile at each
other under our masks”
- Amethyst

Introduction to the Implementation Guide
This report is designed to disseminate the findings of a Wilfrid Laurier University thesis
project “Rainbow Writes: Peer-Led Creative Writing Groups’ Potential for Promoting 2SLGBTQ+
Youth Wellbeing” (REB#6603) conducted by Ceilidh Harrison between August 2020-21. This was
a mixed methods study evaluating the implementation and impact of two 2SLGBTQ+ youth
creative writing groups (N = 20) across Canada. These groups consisted of 9 & 11 youth and ran
online for 1.5 hours weekly for 10 weeks. It is my hope that this document will effectively
communicate the importance of dedicated online 2SLGBTQ+ youth spaces and demonstrate
how organizations can run groups of a similar nature in their own spaces to suit youthidentified needs.
The following report covers the structure of Rainbow Writes, COVID-19’s impact on the
study, and identified strengths/benefits of running 2SLGBTQ+ creative writing groups. The
document concludes with specific suggestions on how develop the program structure and
content for a creative writing group in your own organization. Throughout, I’ve included
excerpts from Rainbow Writes youth pieces (using their chosen pseudonyms) to demonstrate
just what young writers are capable of when given supportive spaces to hone their craft.
If you have any questions regarding this report or Rainbow writes programs, please
don’t hesitate to reach out to ceilidhharrison@gmail.com.

“2021 is my year and to prove it I'll be listening to the entirety of Hamilton, an American
musical by Lin-Manuel Miranda, at least four times a day and I will resolve to be truly and
shamelessly myself.”
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- Jaz

What is Rainbow Writes?
Rainbow Writes is a creative writing program designed by the author specifically
targeted to youth who identify within the 2SLGBTQ+ community. It focuses on improving
positive youth development through creating connection with similar others, offering
opportunities for leadership, and increasing writing confidence and ability. The group can be
run in a variety of settings (e.g., schools, community organizations, libraries) online or inperson. These evaluative trial groups ran for 10 weeks each on Zoom, for 1.5 hours weekly.
Rainbow Writes used a variety of techniques to increase creativity and personal exploration
through writing, with all activities being accessible for beginner to experienced writers. Longer
activities were mainly led by the members themselves and covered a wide range of writing
styles including gratitude journaling, poetry, flash fiction, Sci-fi, and more.
Sessions adhered the following structure:
•

Brief opening question & discussion

•

Short opening write

•

Brief sharing of short write with full group

•

Longer write

•

Sharing session with feedback in a small group setting

•

Debrief and announcements from group leader

•

Closing reading from participant

* Note: This implementation structure is flexible and suggestions on how to improve certain
aspects will be discussed throughout the document.
“Dear family, there are a few questions that popped into my mind late one night. I wonder
what my life would be like. What if I ended up in different home with different people? What
would my life turn out differently if I lived with a different family? I likely would have not known
what supportive parents are if I was in a different home with different beliefs. I know one thing
for sure is that I would have never met the kind and friendly people I know today as my friends
and family. I would miss out on all the fun memories I’ve had in the past and still yet to create
with family and friends. I would miss out on all the fun adventures that my school did in our
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small community. I would have not gotten so many good achievements that I did at the high
school. I wish my birth mother could look down at me now and see how much I have
accomplished. At least I know she can see me from heaven and can be with me at special
moments. I’m so glad I got put into this foster home and I hope I get to stay here forever, as I
love my family and friends.
Sincerely, Blueberry, your sibling. P.S. I love you all.”
- AM

Methods & Participants
As mentioned, this report is based on findings from a Wilfrid Laurier University thesis
project “Rainbow Writes: Peer-Led Creative Writing Groups’ Potential for Promoting 2SLGBTQ+
Youth Wellbeing” (REB#6603). Based on previous literature citing the benefits of creative
interventions and youth autonomy, this study sought to explore the implementation of an
online, peer-led creative writing group as a possible means to increase psychological, social,
and emotional wellbeing in 2SLGBTQ+ youth.
Mixed methods, in the form of a pre- and post online survey, semi-structured interviews
and a brief midway group-level evaluation, were used to assess these outcomes. Thematic
analysis, the Reliable Change Index, and paired t-tests were used to analyze findings.
Participant recruitment was conducted online, primarily through paid social media
advertisements on Facebook and Instagram. Participants were 20 self-identifying 2SLGBTQ+
youth from across Canada. Two separate groups were run at different times to accommodate
various time zones: Group One with 11 youth from Ontario and Group Two with 9 youth from
various provinces and territories. The majority of youth were 16 years-old (n = 6), followed by
15 (n = 4), 17 (n = 4), and 18 (n =4), with a small number of 14-year-old youth (n = 2). Youth
identified with a variety of different sexual, gender, racial, and religious identities. A full
breakdown of participant demographics can be found in the final thesis report (Harrison, 2021).
Key findings demonstrated an increase in self-esteem and confidence in participants
post-creative writing group as well as the importance of social connectedness and building
2SLGBTQ+ community, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic.

“It wasn’t Bill. Of course it wasn’t. Bill was two years dead and never coming back. But the eyes,
they told us something different. All we could do was stare, in shock, at the men we were sure
we buried. He stood tall, without that painful arch in his back, his cheeks, pink, rosy and full of
life. The wounds from his brutal death were nowhere to be seen. It couldn’t be him, but it was.”
- Bear
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COVID-19 Context
It is important to begin by stating that Rainbow Writes was developed and implemented
during the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic. This context significantly influenced both how the
group ran and the impacts it may have had on the youth, however this is not to say that the
group cannot be effectively run outside of pandemic times. Many of the noted stressors from
COVID-19 overlapped with common stressors for 2SLGBTQ+ youth in “normal” times,
suggesting peer-led creative writing groups may be one effective strategy for combatting these
stressors (e.g., loneliness, isolation) beyond the timeline of the pandemic.
In the pre-interview youth were asked how COVID-19 had affected them thus far, and in
the post-interview they were asked if the group helped to alleviate any of these stressors. In
the pre-interviews, the majority of participants stated that the lack of social interaction and
connection caused by COVID-19 was negatively impacting their wellbeing. Participants cited this
isolation as negatively impacting their mental health, ability to go out and have fun, and trust
for others (i.e., health concerns about how seriously others are following public health
regulations).
Youth also expressed concern around the lack of agency and freedom they experienced
during the pandemic, including not being able to participate in their regular activities outside of
the home, not being allowed outside at all due to health concerns from parents, and not being
allowed to leave their rooms to socialize in communal living situations (e.g., group homes,
university residences). This finding in particular highlights the importance of peer-leadership in
creative writing groups, as this has the potential to help youth gain back some autonomy lost
during the pandemic.
One negative impact of COVID-19 that creative writing groups can specifically work to
counter is the cancellation of youth’s extracurricular activities. Approximately one third of
participants identified this an area of concern, with cancellations ranging across a variety of
activities including community 2SLGBTQ+ groups, school gender-sexuality alliances, and sports
teams. Extracurriculars are an important part of youth’s social and identity development, and
many were disheartened that by October 2020 some extracurriculars had still not successfully
transitioned online. This was cited as a reason for many of them joining Rainbow Writes.
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A final concern from youth in the initial interview was the lack of access to services they
experienced during COVID-19. Youth requested increased access to a variety of services
including mental health, medical, and gender-affirming care. They also requested increased
2SLGBTQ+, academic, and housing system support. Though these requests may not be able to
be specifically provided by creative writing groups, resources to connect youth with the
appropriate services can be made available for participants. In this study, this took the form of a
designated crisis counsellor who specialized in 2SLGBTQ+ youth on-call for the duration of the
group as well as a list of Canadian 2SLGBTQ+ youth support organizations for members to
utilize. Overall, P1summed up how many have been feeling during the pandemic, saying “I hate
being alone. I’m not… people aren’t built to be alone.”
As you will see, many of the initial stressors identified by youth were at least partly
relieved by Rainbow Writes. Many stated that Rainbow Writes specifically helped them feel less
alone and less isolated during this difficult time. When asked if Rainbow Writes affected them
positively or negatively in relation to COVID-19, one participant said:
“Oh, definitely positively. Like even if I was having a bad day, just showing up to group would
definitely lift my spirits, just because it was so much fun hanging out with other people. Like
sometimes you just need some company and, you know, during COVID times this was so
necessary.” (Ray)
Another positive impact the group had on reducing COVID-19 stressors was providing
participants with something to look forward to on a regular basis.
“A few of the times in the week I would really look forward to this time because it was - it's sort
of the only time I'm really really excited and happy during the week, so it really helped me. […]
This was one of my main sources of serotonin.” (AJMV)
In a time where nothing was certain, youth found Rainbow Writes to be a stable source
of interaction they could count on, especially for those who were not in school. Bunny, a
participant who was no longer in school, said: “It was like a fun classroom setting. Like, kind of
the type of classroom where you’re with your favourite teacher and all your friends.” Youth said
that the group provided a nice distraction from “the disaster that the world is right now” (Leo)
and provided “a little bit of normal” (Ray) in these uncertain times. The main takeaways were
that this group provided relief during a time of social isolation, and as you’ll see in subsequent
sections, this social connection can be important for 2SLGBTQ+ youth far beyond the timeline
of the pandemic.

“It's strange living through a pandemic. Obviously it's a tragedy, I wouldn't want it to repeat,
ever, but there's a few things I might miss. It's self-centred but I loved that my friends,
especially the long-distance ones, aren't busy all the time like they would be at university or in
person. I'll miss the feeling of learning for the sake of learning, not marks, that came from not
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being able to drop when schools first closed. I'll miss trying to learn guitar and being awful and
my best friend's complete frustration at how impossible I was to teach. I'll miss making a choice
I didn't yet know I’d regret, but somehow still making it work. I'll miss listening to folklore for
the first time shortly after going through a breakup and then listening to evermore shortly
before getting back together. I'll miss the feeling of starting the new year virtually with the
same person I started the last with, despite everything that happened in between. I'll miss the
satisfaction of suddenly having my two favourite people back in my life in the same way as
before. I'll miss the way that so much changed but it was all somehow still the same. Most of all
I'll miss remembering everything isn't perfect but that it sure is going to be OK.”
- if

Identified Strengths of 2SLGBTQ+ Youth Creative Writing Groups
Upon completion of the group, members were interviewed individually about how the
group went overall. Many strengths directly matched youth’s expectations for the group before
they participated, demonstrating that Rainbow Writes was able to provide for youth in the
ways they hoped and help them meet their group goals. Detailed quantitative and qualitative
results on how the group impacted the wellbeing of participants is summarized in the author’s
full thesis document (Harrison, 2021). The main aspects of Rainbow Writes that positively
impacted youth in this study are as follows and will be summarized below:
•

Positive and trusting group atmosphere

•

Building social connections

•

Participating in peer-leadership

•

Self-expression and creativity through writing

•

Increased confidence through sharing writing

•

Group being offered in an online format

Various improvements around group timing, topics, and logistics were also suggested by
youth and methods for countering these limitations will be noted in the program development
section of this report. For the sake of this implementation guide, only results on strengths of
the group will be shared in hopes that this information can be used to develop high-quality
groups in other organizations based on participants needs and desires.

Positive Group Atmosphere
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One important factor in the success of Rainbow Writes was the accepting, nonjudgemental, and fun environment it provided. AJMV spoke to this theme, saying “I think we
had a really good sense of trust in the group, it was very open. We were open to new ideas as
well. Just very caring and empathetic towards each other when we made mistakes.” N
reiterated this point, saying “[You] just feel like you’re a part of everything, like, there’s no
excluding.”
The atmosphere was also described as relaxed, where everyone “really wanted to be
there” as opposed to feeling pressure to participate. For example, Bear noted that “Nothing
was forced upon us. I think that’s the big thing. […] Even though there was like a, “oh you two
go into a group” or something, it didn’t feel like it was super forced.” This differentiated the
group school or another mandatory activity, and participants expressed appreciation of the fact
that everyone was treated as equals.
Overall, it was important to youth that the group provided a space to be themselves
with similar others that wasn’t too structured or rigid, and they could simply have fun as an
escape from stressors of their daily lives.
“You know, we’re just kind of here to support each other and it’s kind of nice. Where everyone
has - we’re like a cheerleading squad or something like that and, yeah. I don’t know, we get to
connect with each other often, so we get to hear about each other’s wins. And I don’t know, I
think it’s just kind of nice to have that space.” (Ray)

“Dear little me, I didn’t think I was so little then, but I was in sixth grade and top of the food
chain. But, of course, you’ll learn it won’t last. You’ll move one more time to a new school
where you’re just another underdog. You’re old enough by then to keep in touch, of course,
you still do, five years later. Not as often as you’d like, though. You’ll struggle here for a while,
but by grade nine, you’ll make more friends than you’ve had in a while. You picked up acting
again, which is interesting. You became the stage crew for another play in Wizard of Oz, if you
care. You get the nickname “drama mama.” One of the perks of being the mom friend. Your
best friend is hot-headed, just like you. They’ll get on your nerves, but you’ll adore them
anyways. Even when you wonder why. You’ll be in grade 11 by the time you write this. You may
not be – you might not be you anymore, but you’re still you [laughs].” The name’s there. “I
struggled for a few years with my identity, but at least I’m finally comfortable where I am. You
will be, too. Sincerely, your older self.”
– J.B.

Building Social Connections
As indicated in the introduction, increasing social connectedness was an important
aspect of the Rainbow Writes group which became even more crucial in a COVID-19 setting.
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Participants identified social connection and community building as a major strength of the
group. Leo noted that “it help[ed] me form a lot of connections with people and it’s really nice
to just feel like you belong in a community.” Bear noted that:
“I do feel better about myself because of it, but not in a way that I’m able to put into words. It’s
like I said before, I feel like I’ve built another support network of people and like I just, I feel so
comfortable with everybody that it just, it doesn’t matter who I am or what I do, I’m just here.
I’m just another person in this group.”
In fact, while participants very much enjoyed and appreciated the writing aspect of group,
many found the social connection to more important and consistently requested more time for
free socialization between writing activities.
Rainbow Writes was shown to build community and group cohesion for members, and
this presented itself in a variety of ways. Many spoke about how members of the group felt
comfortable around each other, described funny moments of getting to know one another, and
appreciated the teamwork and collaboration with their writing. When asked how the group
impacted Bunny, she said “Positively, I have new people to talk to. I never really have friends, so
it’s nice to be able to know I could just go on Discord and have a conversation.”
This quote expressed a common desire from members of the group: to be friends
outside of Rainbow Writes. This included getting to know each other online through social
platforms like Discord and Instagram, with many people saying there were at least some
members of the group they would keep in contact with after the group finished. Though the
group duration was short, participants noted that there was a strong base set for future
interactions and friendships. Future creative writing groups should consider offering ample time
for free socialization within the sessions as well as encouraging connection between members
outside of group time.
The social connection also manifested through support, empathy, and encouragement
from other group members. Members felt understood when they were in group, noting that
they had a place to “vent” where they were “excited for each other when different milestones
were reached, or things were going on in our lives that we were happy about.” For some this
included identity exploration and gender transition markers, such as commencing hormone
therapy, trying out new names and pronouns, and getting advice on gender gear such as chest
binders. Furthermore, this even translated to tangible support outside the group for some
members, with help such as tutoring, assistance on school project research, writing feedback,
and school mentorship from older members.
Additionally, members enjoyed being exposed to differing views and perspectives. May
summed this up well, stating that they:
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“think it’s definitely opened a possibility of talking to people that just seem very different from
me. Like the way they dress or act it’s just not people that I would ever see in my daily life, but
it’s not like – as I said it’s not weird to me anymore, like it’s just a regular thing.”
Bunny also noted the importance of getting to know people who seem different, saying
“I would have never met them. Like, they don’t seem like the type of people I would approach
on my own to be friends with. But I would like to be friends with them now after getting to
know them. It’s kind of like a “don’t judge a book by its cover,” or whatever.”
Though differing views and perspectives were deemed important, youth also enjoyed
having common interests and similarities to other members. This was mentioned in terms of
both writing and identity, and was described by Leo in the following quote:
“There's not a lot of other groups that exist like it, I don't know. Just getting to meet people
who like a) share your interests but also you know that you have something in common with
them and that you're all queer. And it's just a really good sense of friendship with them because
you're all queer and you all share the same interests.”
In sum, social connection was identified as a major strength of the group for various
reasons, working to increase youth’s social wellbeing through the friendships made. Leo
summed it up nicely, saying “it's really nice to just feel like you belong in a community.”

“I think I'll miss the way we began to let ourselves enjoy things. I don't know if it was the lack of
societal norms or the sudden realization that life was fragile and fleeting, but we all suddenly
allowed ourselves to do things that made us happy. Even if you didn't notice it, think of all the
subjects you let yourself fall in love with over quarantine. For me it was the resurgence of my
drag special interest, a deep obsession with Anne Lister, and beginning to write fan fiction
again. Sure, these things might be cringy, but they made the quarantine a little easier to live
with. A lot of things did. Whether it was whipped coffee and learning how to sew pretty masks,
or becoming an amateur bread maker, we all quickly rushed to find something that made life a
little easier to live. We let ourselves do things for us and it was beautiful. I'm going to miss that.
Society will go back to expecting constant work, constant productivity, and a lot of us will once
again forget to live life for ourselves. I hope that we can remember.”
- Leo

Peer-Leadership
Another important aspect of this creative writing group was the opportunity for youth
to develop and lead their own activities. Youth reflected positively on the experience, with
many noting they felt supported and encouraged by other group members when leading and
enjoyed having the option. Most of the youth admitted to being nervous to lead beforehand,
but that once they began, they were very proud of themselves and the fact that they created
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something other group members enjoyed doing. Participants found that both the planning
session with the group leader and watching other members lead their activities as an example
helped eased their own nerves. They enjoyed teaching others and said it made the group feel
both closer and more equal. if specifically noted the importance of queer leadership, saying:
“I think leading is really valuable and it's probably something that a lot of times people in the
2SLGBTQ+ community might not, depending on what their school's like and what clubs and
things they're in, they might not be as likely to have as many opportunities throughout high
school to do it depending on how leadership positions are elected at their school. Like I know at
my high school student council was a popularity contest. And obviously in a lot of situations, it
doesn't necessarily have an impact, but depending what kind of school you go to and what the
tolerance levels are like you might not have had as many chances to take on a leadership role.
Just because of what the community at your school is like or you might not have felt
comfortable doing that because you didn't want to deal with people who weren't as accepting,
which you might have to in that position. So, I think it's really valuable for there to be a safe
space among other queer people to take on that role for the first time if they hadn't already or
just to reinforce the leadership potential.”
These findings speak to the potential peer-leadership has to increase 2SLGBTQ+ youth
wellbeing and future organizations looking to implement creative writing groups for this
population are encouraged to integrate it in their programs. Specific suggestions on how to do
so are covered in the application section.

“I have to make a confession. Every time you laugh it makes my heart race. The way it shakes
your whole body, the way it made you smile, the wholehearted happiness that spilled from
your lips like a song that could no longer be contained. And to know I caused that was too much
of a privilege for me to own. Your happiness is something so frail, like a butterfly whose wings
were torn, and I felt in that moment I could mend them, even for a second. I have to make a
confession. Those butterflies of happiness seem to fill me when you're around and they bloom
out of my mouth in the form of sound. The happiness flutters and floats, and I feel like I'm living
in a dream when I'm with you. With your laughs and giggles I feel my day get brighter, my heart
gets lighter and I become free once again.”
- Tomb

Creative Writing
Creative writing itself was shown to have a variety of benefits for participants. One of
the top-mentioned was the encouragement for participants to try new things and step out of
their comfort zones. For example, when asked one thing they were going to take away from the
group, Bunny responded “[to] try new things, because I didn’t think I would enjoy, you know,
making a zine or doing poetry. But I’d probably do those things again. So, try new things.”
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Additionally, some participants indicated that trying new forms of writing each week
allowed them to steer away from perfectionistic tendencies and learn “how to not take myself
so seriously and just like write things that make me happy even if they seem completely bat shit
crazy and just ridiculous” (Leo). This finding can be applied to future groups through ensuring a
variety of writing topics and forms are covered to enhance youth creativity. Examples of
activities can be found in the attached Rainbow Writers’ Toolkit.
Youth also found writing to be a helpful tool for increasing gratitude, personal reflection,
and emotional catharsis. Many also used the writing activities to process emotional feelings
they had not previously been able to put into words, with some participants writing about
strained relationships with family members, mental health, gender/sexuality, and even their
positive experiences within the foster care system. N expressed this emotional outlet, saying:
“Usually when I write, it’s just like, I just have so much emotions in me. So it’s just like, I have to
just write to kind of let go. So, I just wrote that because […] I was feeling so many emotions and
it’s just like, I couldn’t… they just couldn’t stay in my brain, so I just wrote them. […] I don’t
know, poetry is just – it just speaks to me. […] I don’t know why –I just feel better after I write
or I just … explain things on paper.”
Other positive outcomes of writing were cited by a small number of participants,
including helping with mental health, providing the opportunity to be understood, and allowing
participants to feel pride in themselves. Bear summed up the strength of writing here,
poetically stating that:
“Our creativity is the source of our power. It’s just a way for us to express our emotions and
find our own, like, confidence in the way that we feel about ourselves and the things around us.
And I think that a lot of us find comfort and courage and power from that.”

Sharing Writing
Another important aspect of the creative writing groups was youth having the
opportunity to share their writing with others. Many indicated this as something they were
nervous about when beginning the group, so the fact that this was later identified as a strength
speaks to the safety and confidence group atmosphere can facilitate for sharing.
A expressed that sharing in the group helped them gain confidence in their writing and
in the belief that there are people out there who “will listen to you about writing, like there are
people who are kind of [...] the same.” Sharing their writing made participants feel less alone.
This participant, as well as one other, also expressed that the group encouraged them to share
their writing outside of the group. They both started posting their pieces on personal social
media accounts and said they felt encouraged by the positive feedback they were already
receiving from friends outside the group. This type of sharing should be encouraged by group
facilitators and other potential avenues for sharing beyond the group should be offered to
participants (e.g., blogs, online publication submissions, reading out loud to friends and family).
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Many also specifically enjoyed splitting into Zoom breakout rooms for smaller group
sharing. They noted feeling less fear around sharing with fewer people, and felt they had more
time to give each other feedback and get to know one another on a more personal level.
Very few of the youth chose not to share throughout the duration of the group,
however when asked why they may not have shared particular pieces the few reasons given
were general sharing anxiety, participants’ mood that day, or that the piece may have felt too
personal/not ready to share. All participants who cited reasons for not sharing also noted that
there was nothing the group could have been done to prevent this, that the group felt safe and
comfortable, and that they appreciated not being forced to share when they did not want to.
“I'll miss the sound of rain resonating on my rooftop and the reverberating sound of birds in the
spring singing at 5 in the morning. I will also dearly miss the momentous feeling of staying up
late to snack on cheese and crackers while listening to jazz and looking up at the night sky. The
world is screaming with injustices and inequality, yet somehow, it all seems very quiet. I will
miss watching stray cats wander on our property, and the dead birds who lay in my backyard. I
would bury them and make a gravestone to commemorate a fallen life. The world right then
would become silent. The dead birds reminded me that we aren't alone, even when we don't
realize it, and if you keep living till your last breath, the world will stop to inhabit its silence for
you. I will miss the comforting dark of my room, whispering and echoing my very thoughts
around in circles and I'll miss cuddling up with my cat and watching musicals like Hamilton till
day's end. I will miss when people move to kindness to help others in need, and how people
would try to smile under a mask spurring a thousand secrets underneath. I will miss seeing how
much love the world can hold, even in such an appalling and dreadful time such as these. I will
miss the symphony of music playing on repeat while I lay in warm bed, a privilege not all people
can afford or obtain which I am truly grateful for. I am enamoured by the feeling of embracing
my imperfections, then laughing at an audience while they clap at me and smile in my direction,
but that normally subsides, and the universe quiets for just a moment to be consigned to
oblivion. The world has subsequently become quarantine silenced and opposed to the idea that
we may be disengaged to participating in retrospection, giving a good enough reflection for
excuses of our insurrections. I will miss the people who shone like an incandescence in these
dark times and tried their best to seize the day and fill our lives with directions to reverse and
stop the injustice and disconnections but as I lay down in the seemingly dark introspection, we
will eventually find a way in this quarantine silence subsection.”
- AJMV

Online Format
A final strength of Rainbow Writes youth identified was the online delivery. Due to
COVID-19 the entirety of each group was conducted on Zoom, and while this was originally
thought to be not the ideal format choice, it turned out to be something that many participants
enjoyed and appreciated.
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Participants noted a few different reasons why the online format was particularly
helpful for 2SLGBTQ+ youth during COVID. Firstly, many noted the mere convenience of
completing the group online. To them, this meant not having to “leave the comfort of [their]
own bedroom” and that no transport was required to attend the group. Many participants
found it nice to be able meet others in the 2SLGBTQ+ community across the country,
connecting with those they would never have the chance to in regular life. if said “It was really
cool that people were involved from all across Canada as opposed to just in one specific area
like it might have been if it was an in-person event. That was interesting.”
Others spoke to the accessibility of online groups, noting that for individuals with certain
disabilities (e.g., deafness, sensory issues) having an online program was beneficial because
they had control over functions like captioning, noise levels, and seating. For a couple of
members, online programming was the only way they were able to join a group focused on
2SLGBTQ+ identity. AJMV explained how:
“If it would've been in person, I don't think I would've gone because someone would've had to
bring me there and I can't do that.”
Additionally, May explained that:
“Not in person it’s almost better because it’s – I probably wouldn’t be doing this if it was in
person. So, it’s like a COVID thing that I did, that’s only related to that.
Interviewer: Why is it that you wouldn’t have done it in person?
May: I don’t know, because I’d have to like, tell my parents where I went and travel there and
like, be seen, I guess. Even though it’s not weird, it’s just like a more real thing.”
These examples speak to the importance of continuing to offer online programming for
2SLGBTQ+ youth when public health regulations are lifted, as it makes queer programming
accessible to those who are not yet out to those around them.

Findings Unique to 2SLGBTQ+ Youth
While many of the above benefits likely apply to all youth, certain aspects of Rainbow
Writes were particularly relevant for 2SLGBTQ+ youth. In addition to the benefits of online
engagement for youth who are not yet out to their parents, these creative writing groups
facilitated a sense of improved social connection within the 2SLGBTQ+ community. The two
most cited improvements were gaining more exposure to and feeling more comfortable within
the 2SLGBTQ+ community. Amethyst noted that “I just feel like I have more of an
understanding of different people […] now that I know more people” and AJMV said it
“improve[d] my knowledge of the general community”. When asked if Rainbow Writes changed
the way he forms connections with 2SLGBTQ+ people in and out of the group, Ray said:
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“I think a little bit. I think I’ve realised that the community is everywhere, right? Like I’ve never
had as many queer friends as I would’ve liked to, just growing up, but you know, the
community is everywhere. […] We’re a lot more supportive than I thought we would be, and
we’ve got each other’s backs. […] The future is very bright. Like I see how creative they are and
all the things that they’re coming up with, and I think it’s really awesome.”
Some participants noted that it was inspiring being able to watch other’s 2SLGBTQ+
journeys while others were happy being able to connect about more than just being queer. For
example, Bear indicated that though being queer was an important aspect of the group, it
didn’t always have to be the main focus:
“Because originally it was kind of like an internalized thing where it was like ‘I’m a queer person
and being loud and out about it is like the only way to do it.’ Because that was like the ‘prereflection’ me. Then afterwards, like after I met everybody, and I realized […] there were a
whole bunch of other queer personalities. And I think that was another huge thing that it was
like - queerness wasn’t a huge topic. Like in group. We talked a lot, but not all of it was about
being queer. And we all had our own personalities, and we all had our own lives outside of it
and it was like super special but at the same time we were just a group of people getting
together to write.”
Rather than being the main focus, the 2SLGBTQ+ aspect of the group provided the
ground floor of the group, allowing youth to feel safe in a judgement-free space and instead
direct their focus to developing friendships, skills, and hobbies without the potential threat of
identity stressors weighing them down. In future, it is important that 2SLGBTQ+ youth groups
consider expanding beyond the label of “support groups” and provide opportunities for youth
with similar identities to come together over shared interests such as creative writing.
Other youth groups are generally formed around a shared interest or hobby, and it is
not often enough that 2SLGBTQ+ youth get this opportunity in identity-exclusive spaces. These
youth can fall into the background in other groups for fear of calling attention to their identity,
so an exclusively 2SLGBTQ+ space gives the potential to explore leadership with supportive
others, increasing their confidence and self-esteem in turn.
“Her fingers positively flew across the keys as she played. Her body swayed lightly in tune with
the kick drum sample. She paused for a second to let her eyes flit across the crowd. Faces
painted green, stuck with fake leaves, mingled with bare metal countenances. Her crowd. She
smiled, touched her metre-high electric purple death hawk, let out a wild scream of joy, and
burst into the lyrics of her newest song. Her crowd shrieked along.”
-A

Application
Developing Program Structure
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In order to effectively implement a 2SLGBTQ+ youth creative writing group in your
organization, there are many aspects that should be considered. The following sections will go
into detail on how to apply findings from the current study to develop groups that specifically
suit the needs and desires of diverse 2SLGBTQ+ youth across Canada.

1. Age
Ideal parameters: Group youth based on age (within a few years) or by grade
Reasoning: Rainbow Writes was specifically targeted to youth between 14-18 years old,
and while the younger members of the group generally enjoyed the diverse age range,
older members noted they would have preferred having peers slightly closer to their
own age. This was mainly because of different life stages; where both ends of the
spectrum felt older members could act as mentors, older members felt this put a bit of
pressure on them, and they would have liked having youth nearer to their age who had
similar life experience and could relate to them. The best way to split up your groups
would likely be by grade: late elementary school, high school, and university. This can
ensure that youth are in similar life stages, but still have the added benefit of youth in
earlier stages of that schooling looking up to youth in later years. For example, grade
nines may find mentorship in grade twelves, and first year university students can find
that same guidance from fourth years.
Tip: If you run multiple groups with specific ages, consider having them join once a
month for a shared meeting. This way, younger youth can see examples of people living
with their identities slightly later in life (which many cited as inspiring), but older youth
will not feel the pressure of constant leadership.

2. Size & Timing
Ideal parameters: 12 weeks + group duration, 2 hours + per week, <12 participants
Reasoning: In Rainbow Writes, there was consistent feedback that youth would prefer a
longer group, both in duration and weeks. Based on these findings, groups would ideally
be 12 weeks or more, with at least 2 hours per week. This will allow youth to have time
to develop both writing skills and social relationships without feeling rushed in either
aspect. Additionally, most youth liked the intimacy of smaller groups for ease of sharing
and ability to get to know each member on a more personal level. This also helped in
terms of confidentiality and trust within the group. Since some youth requested larger
groups so they could get to know a wider range of people, you could also consider
running multiple small groups at once and having a less frequent meeting where all the
small groups could come together to share their writing and get to know similar youth
across the organization.
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Tip: If you want to keep your group sizes larger to reach more youth, consider using
consistent breakout rooms for sharing, so the members share with the same few people
each week and have space for relationship building in a subsection of the larger group.

3. Location
Ideal parameters: Having both online and in-person groups available
Reasoning: Results were mixed on preference for in-person versus online groups. While
some youth cited online groups as preferential due to increased privacy, convenience,
and accessibility, others still noted that they feel in-person groups provide the
opportunity for a stronger social connection between members. When possible,
organizations should consider offering both online and in-person groups to
accommodate the needs of as many youth as possible. Online groups are especially
important to youth in rural areas who typically lack access to in-person organizations, as
well as youth who have not disclosed their gender identity/sexuality to their family and
therefore feel unable to attend in-person groups for fear of having to disclose their
location or asking for transportation to and from the physical space.
Tip: Try to make online groups feel more personable by encouraging youth to keep their
cameras and microphones on as much as possible, taking breaks when they see fit, and
bringing any comfort items they desire (e.g., favourite drink, snacks, cozy blanket). This
has the added benefit of making groups feel more fun and less like a structured,
classroom setting.

4. Leadership
Ideal parameters: Mixing peer-leadership elements with more formal, experienced
group facilitators
Reasoning: Peer-leadership was found to be an important aspect of Rainbow Writes,
and therefore something important to consider incorporating in your organization.
Peer-leadership not only gives 2SLGBTQ+ youth opportunities to develop leadership
skills in a safe space, but increases confidence, group cohesion, and overall enjoyment
of the group. Be sure to allow lots of time for youth to plan their activities and consider
setting up support from the group facilitator outside of group time should they have any
questions or need ideas for their activities. Though peer-leadership was considered
important to the youth in Rainbow Writes, some also felt certain sessions were not as
relevant to them in terms of content. One way to counter this concern is to allow youth
to run a shorter activity so there will still be varied content on that day. Additionally,
youth could pick their topics for leading first, and the group facilitator could then design
the remainder of the course surrounding the identified topics of interest, incorporating
youth leadership throughout. Finally, youth enjoyed the option to share a closing
reading with the group, as it gave them the opportunity to share writing of interest and
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allowed other group members to get to know them and their preferred style of writing a
bit better.
Tip: Something important to consider is having your group facilitator identify within the
same community as participants. For example, the group facilitator in Rainbow Writes
identified as queer themselves, and the co-facilitators either identified within or had
experience working with this population. This allows youth to feel truly understood by
the leadership team’s insider perspective and gives another opportunity for mentorship
from different age groups within the group.

5. Establishing Expectations & Concerns
Ideal parameters: Ask youth before they join the group what they’re looking forward to
and what they’re worried about. This can be done formally, through an interview or
quick survey, or more informally as a group in the first session.
Reasoning: Asking participants for group expectations can be an important part of
forming a writing group in your own organization, as it can give the group leader ideas
for structuring the group to best suit the needs of the members. In Rainbow Writes,
participants were asked to identify expectations for the group in their pre-interviews,
the most common mentioned being relationship building and social connection,
2SLGBTQ+ belonging and identity exploration, and gaining writing skills. This gave me as
a leader a basis on which to focus the group, ensuring there was space for not only
writing, but unstructured socialization and discussions around identity. Along with
hopes for the group, participants were asked to express any concerns they might have
before joining. This was done intentionally to try to ease nerves on the identified topics
and to give participants reassurance that their concerns could be dealt with.
In case the same concerns arise in your groups, here are some ways the most common
concerns were addressed in Rainbow Writes:
a) Differing Views:
One way to achieve civility over differing views is for the group leader to be ready to
intervene should conflicts arise and be able to calmly shift the direction of the
conversation without dismissing the concerns of either side. This could be done by
simply shifting the group back to writing activity or asking the group members who
are disagreeing to stay after the group with the facilitator if they wish to discuss
their views safely in a more private space.
b) Meeting New People:
Though meeting new people was a concern, most participants believed it would
simply take some time to adjust and that once they got to know each other their
nerves would subside. One way the group leader could facilitate or speed up this
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process could be to begin each session with “get to know you” or icebreaker
activities, as well as leading by example in terms of sharing an appropriate level of
personal information about themselves and their writing.
c) Writing Competency and Experience:
Group leaders can work to alleviate this concern by assuring participants that any
and all writing levels are welcome, that there will be others in the group with their
same skill level and worries, and that all activities are designed to be accessible with
any skill set. In Rainbow Writes, this accessibility was achieved by typically starting
with an introduction to that day’s style of writing, providing examples in that style,
brainstorming on topics through the use of personal idea lists, and by providing
numerous prompts on the subject for participants to work from.
d) Privacy/Boundaries:
Privacy/boundaries is a justified concern, especially for 2SLGBTQ+ participants who
might be concerned about keeping their gender/sexuality private until they’re ready
to disclose to those close to them. Various precautions must be taken to ensure
confidentiality; in the case of Rainbow Writes, all participants signed confidentiality
agreements before joining the group.
Participants were ensured that all participation in both activities and discussions was
optional – they would never be put on the spot to divulge any information they
weren’t comfortable with. This was done by creating a sharing system where the
group leader asked participants to share in a pre-determined order, but each
participant was given the option to pass with no questions asked. The leader would
circle back to them after all participants had shared and ask once more if they’d like
to share or pass.
In terms of privacy, participants were encouraged to find a space in their home
where they could be relatively alone, as well as to use their headphones during
meetings to protect the privacy of other group members. Participants could exit and
enter the meeting as they chose as well as communicate by typing should full
privacy while speaking out loud not be possible.
Finally, participants were ensured that boundaries and potential triggers would be
identified in the first meeting as things to either avoid or provide a warning before
talking about. Each time members shared their writing, the group would be asked if
there were any potentially difficult subjects emerging, and participants who did not
feel they could handle that topic that day were encouraged to turn off their sound
or take a brief break from group. Participants were also told there would be a
trained counsellor on-call should anyone feel they needed support during the group.
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Tip: If it’s possible to identify concerns before the group begins, the group leader should
consider following-up with participants beforehand to let them know how their
concerns will be addressed. If that isn’t possible, a question surrounding concerns could
be asked during the first session along with a discussion on how to alleviate them.

6. Develop a Group Agreement
Ideal parameters: Come up with a set of “group rules” during the first meeting with the
youth, as opposed to for them
Reasoning: Better framed as a group agreement, “rules” on behaviour and expectations
that the group comes up with together in the first session is an effective way to set a
safe tone for the entirety of the group. An important component of this is allowing
youth to come up with the agreement themselves so it accurately reflects how they
want the group to look and feel. During this brainstorming session, the leader can gently
guide the group to include more non-negotiable rules, such as inclusivity,
microphone/video etiquette (if online), and trying to stay distraction-free during group
time (e.g., phones on silent). In Rainbow Writes, members needed little guidance from
the leaders, coming up with important concepts like trigger warnings before sensitive
readings, no harmful content on cameras, and only providing each other constructive
feedback. Be sure to take notes while they speak so you as a leader can make the rules
more concise and understandable between the first and second sessions of your
program. One tip for this is to always frame “rules” as a positive – youth are more likely
to want to follow encouragement as opposed to scolding. For example, if a member
says, “Don’t talk over each other” you could reframe that statement to “Practice active
listening when others are speaking”.
Tip: As a group leader, come up with a few suggestions of your own in case the youth
are very nervous to share their ideas. You can also post the agreement in the chat (or on
the wall if in-person) at the beginning of each group to remind members how you all
agreed to treat each other.

7. Group Sharing
Ideal parameters: Allow LOTS of time for group sharing and feedback in both small and
larger settings
Reasoning: Consistently reported as one of the youth’s favourite parts of group, sharing
writing is clearly a very important aspect in any creative writing setting. To do this
effectively, there are a few stipulations organizations can suggest to make the process
go smoothly. First, Rainbow Writes allowed positive and constructive feedback only.
Sharing your writing is vulnerable for writers at any stage, so by creating space where
you knew you would only receive praise and/or helpful tips, youth felt more
comfortable sharing without fear. To further create a supportive atmosphere, you can
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integrate smaller group sharing to allow for in-depth feedback of the writing pieces.
Youth specifically preferred groups of 3-4 people, as fewer than that gave too much
one-on-one time for certain youth’s comfort. Finally, it’s important that youth know
they can pass on sharing whenever they need without having to give a reason.
Oftentimes, youth will share later in the group once they’ve heard others being
vulnerable but pressuring them to share before they are ready can result in
disengagement in later activities. When asked why they might not have shared
sometimes, the majority of youth said some pieces were simply too personal and/or
they felt they weren’t ready for other people to hear. Writing can act as emotional
catharsis, especially for youth with marginalized identities, and it’s important to allow
space in your group for youth to process feelings on their own too.
Tip: Encourage youth to take small notes while listening to each other’s writing. This
way, they can give specific as opposed to generic feedback on aspects and words they
liked, while still being able to actively listen to the reader.

8. Conduct a Midway Check-in
Ideal parameters: Conduct a brief midway evaluation at the halfway point of your group
to check what members are enjoying and what changes they may like to see
implemented
Reasoning: At the halfway point in Rainbow Writes, participants were asked to stay on
the call for an extra 15 minutes so the group leader could conduct a brief midway
evaluation. The groups were asked questions on how the program was going so far and
improvements that could be made. Suggested improvements that were feasible (such as
opening the group 15 minutes early for unstructured socializing) were implemented for
the remainder of the group. Additionally, aspects identified as strengths were noted by
the leader to be utilized more frequently (e.g., collaborative writing and sharing). Youth
were asked to give three words they would use to describe Rainbow Writes so far. The
following is a visual representation of the words both groups expressed, with larger
words representing higher frequency mentions:
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Due to the success of this method for Rainbow Writes, I highly encourage implementing
a midway check-in for any youth-centred group you may conduct, even if it takes place
more informally (e.g., brief survey, one word check-in, highs and lows of the group). This
way, if any issues or desired changes are identified, the group leader can implement
them for the remainder of the program.
Tip: Whether doing a live check-in or a brief survey, be sure to prepare a few simple
questions in advance. Youth, especially those who are less outspoken, are unlikely to
speak freely on how the group is going unless they are asked specific questions. Keep
the questions short and concise for the best results, but always leave space for
members to elaborate.

9. Encouraging Connection Outside of Group
Ideal parameters: Have various options for youth to connect outside of the group, both
supervised and unsupervised
Reasoning: One consistent improvement suggested during Rainbow Writes, as well as a
top strength of the group, was wanting more time to get to know each other. One way
to achieve this in addition to running the group for longer, is encouraging connection
outside of group hours. If youth can share their social media handles early on in the
group it will give them the opportunity to plan social get-togethers between sessions,
facilitating deeper and more intimate connections between members and hopefully
allow youth to feel more comfortable reaching out to each other for support outside of
the group. In Rainbow Writes, youth connected to tutor each other, share writing and
art, and discuss social justice issues occurring in their communities. Some youth also
suggested planning online movie nights, games, and creating zines together in their
spare time. The number one obstacle here is motivation. You as a facilitator can
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encourage this, perhaps by polling youth for times they’d be available or even by simply
opening the group 15 minutes early to allow for more unstructured conversation time.

Tip: Set up a Discord channel where youth can make plans to connect with certain
members outside of group time, but you can supervise to watch for any hurtful
behaviour and step in if you need to (in my experience, this is very unlikely in a
likeminded group of creative youth). You can also use this platform for meeting
reminders and sending prompts beforehand, as youth are often less likely to check
notifications through email.
“Some things I’m going to miss about the pandemic is that I have a lot of free time now and I
won’t be judged for staying in all the time. Despite everything I think I’ve had a good year,
better than any other I’ve had, I finally moved on from bad friends, I moved in with my
girlfriend, I got over my identity crisis I had at the beginning of the year. I picked up some new
hobbies and interests. And like most I feel like Animal Crossing came out at a perfect time for
everyone, despite being a game it still keeps a routine in your life even if it’s just caring for your
cute island of animal friends. I already miss the peak of quarantine gaming with Among Us, Fall
Guys, Minecraft, and Animal Crossing, because with everyone in the same boat and inside all
the time these games exploded in popularity and it was easy to make new friends based off
these interests. Among Us helped me make a new group of friends and helped me get closer
with older ones; who knew a murder mystery game could be so fun. I found myself playing it for
at least 8 hours every time I hopped on. Minecraft also became largely popular again thanks to
YouTubers like Dream and Skeppy. I also got into Twitch streamers because of DreamSMP, a
multiplayer survival roleplay world where they wrote out a plot and played together on stream.
With wars and traitors, and even presidential elections, it’s a fun way to pass time and immerse
yourself in something new. It’s entertaining and from years from now I will look back and watch
all the streams again, the fan-made animatics, the fanart with happiness and nostalgia for a
game and people who made my year a little bit brighter even if they won’t ever know. The
people I’m close with I got close with more during the pandemic, spending more time with my
girlfriend or chatting with online and IRL friends through discord and Instagram really brought
us closer since we were all stuck inside.”
- Bunny
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Developing Program Content
Format
In addition to structuring your program, the actual writing activities are another crucial
piece to the puzzle. The following section begins with general suggestions on activity facilitation
and content, followed by the Rainbow Writers’ Toolkit that both group leaders and members
can draw from in your groups.
In terms of activity structure, youth gave quite high ratings on average for the format of
Rainbow Writes. For this reason, I would suggest trying a similar format in your own 2SLGBTQ+
youth creative writing groups.
The sessions went as follows:
1. Brief introductory question facilitated by the group leader
2. Short, introductory free-writing prompt facilitated by the youth
3. Large group sharing
4. Longer writing activity facilitated by the leader
5. Small group sharing (i.e., breakout rooms)
6. Final announcements/closing reading
It is important to allow for flexibility in this schedule as each week can look different in
terms of energy levels and interest in the activities. For example, since Rainbow Writes
participants noted that the sessions could occasionally feel rushed, you could consider keeping
a similar format but adjusting activity and sharing time as you go. Some weeks, youth may want
to spend more time writing and less time sharing, and some weeks it could be the opposite. Be
both prepared and flexible.
One method that showed success was having an overarching topic each week. For example,
character development week, social justice week, sci-fi week. This provides a loose structure for
youth so the activities don’t feel scattered. If provided near the beginning of group, members
can also offer feedback if something they’d like to learn about is missing, or they can sign-up to
assist with activities on a week of particular interest.
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Tip: Always plan a back-up activity that is based on the same topic in case you end early or
there is little interest in the activity provided. You can also give this as an alternative to youth
who are finding trouble connecting with the prompts provided.
A final important aspect of Rainbow Writes was the closing reading. Each week, one person
from the group would choose a piece of writing that they enjoyed and share it with the group,
whether it be a live reading, video of the piece, or simply popping the text in the chat. Closing
readings took many forms, including short poems, slam poetry videos, book passages, online
news articles, or pieces by the youth themselves. This was typically led by participants, but it’s
important that the group leader always have a back-up in case the volunteer reader changes
their mind last minute.
Tip: Keep it brief. Closing readings should typically be less than 2-3 minutes to hold the
attention of the group. Additionally, be sure there is accessible captioning for videos or your
screen is shared so participants can read along.

“I met him late in his life, relative to the events that transpired before. He told me a lot,
sometimes more than I could understand. I don’t know what really happened in some of those
stories, he probably doesn’t either. I’ve had a lot happen in my life too, but seeing him made
me feel better about it, he took things worse. And though at times I was doing worse than he
was, I thought no, he’ll come back down, he always does. I would never tell him, but either he
was always meant for that, or he had just dug himself in too deep - whatever you need to
believe - he’s far gone, I’m not. I wasn’t meant for failure, I’ve hit rock bottom, but his mind
went down there at one point and never went back up. Others in his life come and go, in his
head they don’t leave. It all piles up until his body catches up to his mind. We’re not the same
in that way, I’ll be able to tell, get out in time, I will, because I’m not the same.”
- May

Rainbow Writers’ Toolkit
For Rainbow Writes, a Writer’s Toolkit was created to send to youth to spark ideas for their
peer-leadership sessions. Because of the creativity of the group, this manual was typically only
used as a jumping-off point, then the youth expanded on the concepts and made activities their
own.
A guide like this can be useful for facilitators as well, to plan their sessions around certain
themes and keep notes of what worked and didn’t to adjust for future. Having a manual like
this on hand at your organization to provide to facilitators can make planning easier and more
suitable to what you’re looking for as an organization.
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Little Red Riding Hood (The wolf’s POV)
“The wolf saw the little girl wandering through the forest alone. He followed her with a mix of
amusement and curiosity. Didn’t she know it was dangerous? “What are you doing out here all
alone?” He inquired softly, revealing himself from the shadows of the trees. The girl looked up
at him, seeming surprised but not at all afraid. Perhaps she was just that naive. “I’m going to my
grandmother’s house!” She declared excitedly, not at all cautious. Perhaps she had no concept
of danger. The wolf grinned at her. “Really? Where does she live?” Oh, this was going to be so
much fun.”
- Sasha

Rainbow Writers’ Toolkit©
Rainbow Writes: Peer-Led Creative Writing Groups’ Potential for
Promoting 2SLGBTQ+ Youth Wellbeing (REB#6603)
By: Ceilidh Harrison
MA Candidate, Community Psychology
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Dear Writers,
Firstly, welcome to Rainbow Writes and thank you for joining our
group! I sincerely hope the next 10 weeks will be a fun and enriching
experience for all of us.
In the following pages you’ll find a variety of writing activities you
can use to guide your writing in this group and beyond. This toolkit was
developed to provide you with helpful resources for leading writing
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activities for your peers or for yourself. Activities range from short
prompts to longer writes and remember that you can modify any
activity to suit your needs or writing desires. Remember, this is not a
rulebook, but simply a guide to make your writing activities stress-free
and enjoyable to lead.
So, pick up your pen and begin your writing journey!

Sincerely,
Ceilidh
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Tips for Writing
1. Criticism is the enemy of creativity.
Don’t let your inner critic come to life during the writing process; thank
them for trying to help, and kindly ask them to take a back seat for now.
Trust your instinct and ability and leave the editing until later.

2. Draw on personal experiences.
Writing is almost always more effective when it comes from a place of
knowing. Even if you don’t think you have a story to tell (which I promise
you do), you can draw on the emotion you felt during a situation to inspire
your creativity, even in fiction.

3. Be specific.
Have you ever read a piece where you hadn’t experienced anything close to
the author’s experience but still felt you could relate? This is likely because
the author was being specific in their descriptions of setting, emotion, and
senses. You’d be surprised how readers can pick up on the emotion of a
piece that you thought was specific only to your personal experience.

4. When in doubt, start from the senses.
What do you see? Smell? Hear? Taste? How do you feel? These are always
easy jumping off points in writing because your surroundings are constantly
changing. From there, the world is your oyster. Perhaps the current sense
you’re experiencing reminds you of a situation in your own life? Or perhaps
you could imagine a character you’re creating experiencing those senses?

5. Don’t put yourself in a box.
Often, writers can get stuck producing the same style over and over. This
can lead to feelings of discouragement when you can’t come up with
anything “new” in your chosen form. Instead, try writing in a form you’ve
never done before. Instead of a poem, try writing a classified ad. Instead of
a sci-fi piece, try writing a letter to a loved one from the perspective of one
of your characters. Though these might not make the final cut in your
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writing, they could inspire you to think about your story from a different
perspective you may not yet have explored.

6. Make writing a regular practice.
One of the most common experiences of writer’s block is before any words
are actually on the page. Even if you don’t feel like you have an idea, start
jotting down notes in any form you like and do this consistently. Even if
your ideas don’t spark inspiration for a longer piece today, they may
tomorrow, or the next day, or the next. If you sit down and write even 5
minutes per day, by the end of the week you’ll be surprised by how many
pages you’ve filled with potential story ideas.

7. HAVE FUN!
Writing is not supposed to be a tedious activity that leaves you
frustrated or exhausted. Writing should be inspiring, joyous, or at the very
least, a good distraction from daily life. Remember that everyone can be a
writer, so long as they are putting words on a page. If you don’t agree, see
tip #1.
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Tips for Leading Writing Activities
1. Be confident.
You are the only one who can do what you’re doing. Your perspective is
important and deserves to be heard.

2. Practice in front of a mirror (or with a friend).
You’d be surprised how much better it can feel to think of what you’re
going to say beforehand, even if you don’t end up looking at any notes.

3. Speak slowly and clearly.
This one seems obvious, but especially on online platforms, give yourself
lots of time to explain activities and leave room for questions from the
group.

4. Choose a topic/activity you’re passionate about.
If you choose something you’re not interested in, it will show.
Enthusiasm is contagious; if you’re excited and proud of what you’re
doing, your group members will be too.

5. Don’t worry if you make a mistake.
You’re part of a supportive community full of humans, and humans
make mistakes. Don’t be afraid to course correct if something isn’t going
the way you planned, everyone will understand.

6. Be flexible on your timing.
Just like in the last tip, remember we are humans. Sometimes people
are feeling really passionate about a topic and it will take longer than
you anticipated. Sometimes, a topic just might not be right for that
particular day or group and end early, that’s okay too. I suggest planning
one shorter activity that you can either add or take away depending on
the vibe of the group.

7. HAVE FUN!
Did I say that one already? Well, it’s still true.

2SLGBTQ+ YOUTH CREATIVE WRITING GROUPS

167

Short Writing Prompts
Short writing prompts are typically used at the beginning of
class (or any time you need a little writing inspiration) to get the
creative juices flowing. One way to effectively run shorter writes is to
first explain the prompt, then set a timer for a short amount of time
and have participants write uninterrupted until the timer goes off. This
could be for 1, 3, or 5 minutes – or anything in between! When you’re
deciding on the amount of time, consider the depth of the writing. Will
this prompt require a lot of personal reflection? Will participants need
some time to recall a memory or feeling before they begin? If
so, perhaps 5 minutes would be an appropriate amount of time.
However, if participants are simply writing about the world around
them or something that’s been on their mind recently, you may be able
to allot less time.
Remember, short writes are not about perfection. Encourage your
participants not to edit their writing (I know, it’s hard!) but simply to let
the words flow without re-reading, changing, or stopping themselves to
worry about word choice, grammar, or sentence structure. Typically,
free form poems are perfect for this type of write, but perhaps your
participants would rather write an autobiography, scripts, or song
lyrics. Anything goes with short writing prompts – the world is your
oyster! (Did I use that saying already?).
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Take a Page from My Book
Instruct everyone in group to grab a nearby book (or ask them to choose
one before the session). Tell them to close their eyes and flip to a random page
and select a random sentence. The sentence you choose is your writing prompt.
This sentence may be the beginning of your piece or simply used for inspiration.
No Repeats
Write a paragraph or poem without using any word twice (including
connecting words like “and” “a” or “but”). I recommend keeping this exercise
time short (it’s harder than you think!)
Paint Chips
Have each person pick a colour from a photo of paint chips (you can share
your screen to show them). Once they’ve picked their colour, read them the
following prompts, giving them appropriate time to write about each:
This colour smells like…
This colour tastes like…
This colour sounds like…
This colour feels like…
At the end, have them choose a name for their colour.
If I were a desk lamp…
Have each person pick an item in their room and write from the perspective
of that item. Think of what that item might see, feel, or hear if it were personified.
Would it like its function? Be upset about its use or placement in the room? Want
to be a different item? Start and end with the sentence “I am a ____ and you
wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen.”
The Stories of Our Things
Have each person pick a different item in their room and write the story of
that item. What does it mean to them? Where did they get it? Is there a story
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behind it? Why is it in the room? You might begin with the sentence “I’ve had my
______ since…”

Alphabet Acrostic
Write a 26-word poem with each subsequent word beginning with the next
letter of the alphabet. It doesn’t have to make sense – just write! E.g., A big
cat drove extremely fast going hastily into Jamba Juice.
Traveller’s Wishes
Where would you go if you could go anywhere in the world? Describe this
place and why you chose it. What does it look like? What do you feel, hear, see,
when you’re there? Does it represent something special to you? You could start
with the sentence “If I could go anywhere in the world…”
Invisible for a Day
Write on the prompt: You are invisible for a day. What is everything you would
do? You could start with the prompt “If I were invisible for a day, the first thing I
would do is…”
I am a…
Write about yourself as something outside of your body. Start the sentence
with “I am a…” and go from there. Example: I am a bird. Some days I let my wings
soar the length of the sky, but never am I without the fear of landing.
Animal Farm
Show the group a photo of various animals or animal drawings. Write from
the perspective of that animal or what it means to you. Example: “A wolf is a…”
Random Word
Have each person write a word on an online random drawer. Have
everyone draw a word. Free-write a poem or story with this word as the title. If it
helps, start with “the word you chose is…”.
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Alternative: Show the group a page from a book, magazine, article, etc.
(something with lots of words). Have them choose a random word from the page
and write about it.
Un-inventions
Write about one thing you would uninvent and why. Does it impact your
life somehow? Would you rather re-invent it yourself? Has it made the world
better or worse? You could start with the sentence “If I was an un-inventor, I
would un-invent…”. The more obscure the better!
Current Emotions
Use the following very simple prompt: “These days I’ve been thinking about…”
Emotional Whirlwind
Have each group member write at least 6 emotions they’ve been feeling
lately on a piece of paper. Once they’re done, have them pick one that stands out
the most to them. Write with the prompt: “Shades of ______” (with the blank
being the emotion they chose). Have each sentence begin with “______ that…”
Example: “Excitement that… I feel with every bone in my body. Excitement that
grips your heart and makes you want to run for cover all at the same time.”
Alternative prompt: It was the kind of _____ that…
Poetry Boggle
Poetry Boggle: Show the group a Boggle board (or word search) on the
screen. The way Boggle works is that you can form words out of any connecting
letters in any direction. Give the group a couple minutes to form as many words
as they can. Once they’re done, have them pick 4 of those words and include
them in a poem. Alternatively, show the group a word search and have them
create poems out of 4 words they find.
Continuous Poetry
Pick a poem that speaks to you as a facilitator (a longer poem with
descriptive language may be best!). Read the poem out loud and have the group
write while you are reading to them. They can simply jot downs words you say
that they like, or they can use a line or word from your poem to inspire their own.
Have them stop writing when you finish reading and make no edits.
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Drawing Creativity
Have group members bring a blank piece of paper and different coloured
markers. Instruct participants to draw various shapes on the page in whichever
way they’d like (they can choose the colour!). End the drawing by having them
add a word in multiple spots on the page. Then, using the drawing as inspiration,
have them use the prompt: This is me, right now.
Quarantine Paradise
Write on the prompt: What is your ideal quarantine spot? What does it
look, feel, smell, sound like? Have you been there before? Are you alone of with
other people?

Longer Writing Activities
Longer writing activities are great when you’re looking to develop a
story or idea, but also to give participants more time for reflection and
elaboration. These can be any length you like but remember to build in
lots of time for sharing and feedback (this is the good stuff!)
In these longer writes, I still encourage a no-edit approach (because it
impedes creativity in a first draft), but writers can have longer to
choose their words and develop ideas than they would in a short
prompt.
Tip: If your activity does involve free writing, try not to go longer than
10 minutes. People new to writing may feel overwhelmed with such a
vast amount of time and shut down part way through.
Tip #2: Try timing the activity before you lead it. Did you feel rushed or
like you were sitting around waiting for it to be done? Try to choose an
average between these two extremes to account for each participant’s
individual writing style.
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Dear younger me…
Write a letter to your younger self. Perhaps begin by having participants jot
down a few important moments in their life. Once done, have them choose one
moment and instruct them to write to themselves at that age. Ideas might
include: What advice would you give yourself knowing what you know now?
Would you change anything? Should they be looking forward to or avoiding
something? Where do they end up (i.e., where are you now?). Begin with “Dear
____ year old [your name]…”. Consider sharing in smaller groups as this is a
personal topic.
Dear future me…
Write a letter to your future self (5 years, 5 months, 5 hours from
now). Consider some of the same questions as above. What advice would you
give? Any wishes you have for them? Do you hope they’ve learned a specific
lesson or pursued a specific path? Begin with “Dear [5 years] [5 months] [5 hours]
from now me…”. They can choose to write one letter, or all three. Be as silly or as
serious as you like.
This is my…
Instruct participants in advance to bring a photo of a person to group. It could be
someone they know, look up to, or a complete stranger. Start by making the
following lists to spark ideas: What do you physically see in the photo
(background, other people, nature, etc.)? What did they see? Taste? Hear?
Smell? Who is surrounding them? What were they feeling in that photo? Once
done these lists, write a story from their perspective. It could be based on that
photo, another memory of that person, or completely fictional.
Life Story
Start by having participants write some lists of things from their past or
present life. Examples may include bodies of water, foods you hated as a child,
first days, last days, haircuts, vacations, things that have lived under your bed.
Give participants adequate time to make each list (but not too long – they
shouldn’t think about it too hard!). Once they’ve finished about six lists, have
them circle some of their favourite list items. Then, instruct them to choose one
and write on the prompt: I remember the exact colour of…
Other examples of prompts for this exercise are:
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I remember how I felt when I saw…
I remember the sound of…
I remember it like it was yesterday…
The Moment I Knew
Write about the moment you knew you were LGBTQ2S+. How did you feel? What
did you see/hear/smell? Was there anyone there or were you alone? What were
you wearing? Was it a big, memorable moment, or something more
forgettable? Be sure to give an alternate activity for this one as some participants
may not be comfortable writing about this.
Blackout poetry
Have each person bring a newspaper or other piece of literature they don’t mind
drawing on. Read through the writing once or twice until you get a feel for it,
circling words in pencil that you find particularly impactful. Once you feel you
have identified the parts you find most important, begin blacking out all other
words until you come up with a sort-of poem with the remaining words. You can
do this multiple times if time allows.
Alternative: Create a blackout poem, then have participants create a free-write
poem with one of their favourite lines from the blackout as the start.
The Not-So-Evil Stepsister
Have participants write a list of stories they know well. They could be fairy tales,
longer books, movies, anything! Then, have them rewrite a favourite story from
the perspective of a different character. Examples: Cinderella from the
perspective of an evil stepsister, Jack and the Beanstalk from the perspective of
the Giant, Harry Potter from the perspective of Dobby.
No-Send Letters
Have the group members write a list of important people in their life. Have
them circle one person from that list and write a “no-send” letter to them. This
can be thanking them, telling them something you’ve wanted to but feel you
can’t, relaying an interesting story, etc. Whatever you feel you want them to
hear. Be aware that participants may not want to share these letters within the
group.
Reverse Mad Libs
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Each person writes a component of a story (i.e. character, setting, main plot
point based on theme of week). Components are grouped and scrambled in an
online drawer. Everyone writes a story including the components they’re
assigned.
Flash Fiction Bingo
The group comes up with 5 characters (BINGO) and 5 scenarios (1, 2, 3, 4,
5). Everyone draws a Bingo number and that is the combination you write a story
about.
I am to you, I am to me
Write two character pieces: One describing the way others see you and one
describing the way you see yourself. Reflect on what is similar and different about
these characters. Why? You might start with “Others might think I’m _____, but
really…”
You choose, I write
Each person writes 4 traits and submits them to an online random drawer.
Have each person pick a few. Form a character based on those traits. Perhaps
write a generic situation for that character but incorporating those traits.
Example: Sally is going to the grocery store, but she must act rebellious, kind,
spiteful, and patient.
“I am/I am not” poems
Have each person create lists of things that they are. Examples can include roles
(a sister, a student), hobbies (a runner, an artist), emotions (afraid, excited), traits
(blonde, short), or things that define them (sexuality, gender). Have them pick 7-8
of these traits and list each one beginning with “I am…”. Then, have them write
something that they are NOT following each of the “I am” statements. It could be
related to the trait, or not. Example: I am afraid, but I am not weak. I am a
woman, but I am not feminine. Continue to pick as many as you’d like potentially
ending with an “I am/I am not” statement that you think sums you up well.
Create a Villain
Create a villain answering the following prompts:
•

Opponent/Hero: Who are they and why are they trying to stop you?

•

Why you think you’re actually the hero in this story?
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•

What are your many likeable qualities?

•

What makes you a worthy opponent?

•

What are you like in regular life?

•

What qualities make you clever and accomplished enough that
people must lend you begrudging respect?

•

Explain why you are not a fool.

•

Explain how you and your hero have the some of the same
characteristics, even if everyone says yours are misdirected.

•

Give an example of a time you were honestly kind.

•

Give an example of when you have been merciless, even to the
innocent.

•

Why are you jealous of the hero?

•

Why do you want revenge?

•

What does your villain look like?

•

What is your villain’s name?

If time allows, have everyone write a letter to their hero from their villain.
Silly Advice Columns
Have each person write a silly problem that they want to seek advice for.
This could real or made up. Examples: I share a room with my brother and he
snores, my best friend has a really bad haircut, my mom won’t stop feeding our
family kale salad. Submit these to a random generator and assign each participant
a problem that they did not write. Write an advice column entry! It can be bad or
good advice. Have all participants read them aloud at the end.
I am a Hero!
As the leader, come to the session prepared with a list of superhero powers
(e.g. invisibility, mind-reading, flying, etc.) Make them as creative as
possible. Number them and have participants pick a number without knowing
which trait they’ll receive. Once they’ve picked, have each participant create a
superhero based on the following prompts:

2SLGBTQ+ YOUTH CREATIVE WRITING GROUPS
•

What is the superhero’s name?

•

What is their uniform?

•

What are 3 things they like?

•

What are 3 things they hate?

•

What is their mission (what do they want)?

•

What are their motives (why do they want it)?

•

What is the conflict (who or what is stopping you)?

•

What do they do in regular life?

•

How did they get their power?

•

Do they enjoy their power or resent it?
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Then, in breakout rooms of two, have partners come up with a mission their two
superheroes can go on together.
Photo of Me
Have each group member bring in a photo with them in it (instruct them that it
will work best if there are also other people in the photo or it has a dynamic
background). Have them write the following lists based on the photo:
•

What do you see?

•

Who are the people in the photo?

•

What are the elements/setting of the photo?

•

What are the colours in the photo?

•

What are you wearing?

•

What is your hair like?

•

What emotion do you think you were feeling?

•

What emotions does it look like others are feeling?

•

What is in the background of the photo? Is there anything you’ve
never noticed before?

•

What sounds might you be hearing?
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What might you be smelling?

•

What was the weather like?

•

How was your body feeling?

•

What could be outside the border of the photo?

•

Who is taking the photo?

•

What two things happened later that day?

•

What two things happened later that year?
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Then, have them write using the photo as inspiration, using the prompt: “I
remember when…” or “This is a photo of…”
I am grateful for…
Have each participant write a gratitude/joy list. It can be anything that makes
them happy from a loved one to toast with jam in the morning. Give them a few
minutes, and when they’re done, instruct them to pick one item on the list that
draws their attention. Have them write a longer piece about what that thing
means to them. Why does it make you happy? Is it associated with a memory or a
person? Do you interact with it frequently or not at all? Would you have more of
it if you could? What would your life be like without it?

~
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To close, I’ll leave you with a particularly moving quote from one of the Rainbow
Writes participants, reflecting on the group, and how important the work you are all
doing is. By simply by engaging with this work and committing to support 2SLGBTQ+
youth and their needs, you are making change happen, and for this, I thank you.
“I think I’m going to take a lot of positivity from the group. Right? There was just
something about – It was just something, like it’s – I’m also probably going to take away
the fact that like – I mean I was just thinking today, I was like, man, I hate the fact that
bad things happen like out of nowhere, but good things have to happen because you
work for it. And just, this was a good thing that happened out of nowhere, like this was
just an Instagram ad that like popped up at like 4 a.m. on like my thing and I was like I’m
going to try and do it. And to think that it could be as good as it was, right? Like I
expected nothing going into it because I just didn’t have any expectations, I was just like,
I am going to try and see how this goes. And for it to be as positive as it was, I think I’m
going to take away the fact that like, you know, little good things happen. Good things
happen.” (Ray)

“Cherry water. A taste vaguely fruity. Young girls in flowy dresses, unaware of their beauty. A
pack of Mike and Ikes, hearing a cacophony of silence. We’re young, naive. We remain young
sheep at a farm, we must learn to adult. Sip cherry water and forget about it. You are afraid,
afraid to be true. You must forget who you are to fit in. Into a society where you never find an
in. You will never be like the girls with white dresses, cheeks like apples. You aren’t them and
you need to hide. You wear a mask, a mask before there was a mandate. Everything you have
has been washed away. You dance in the rain. Your face is a raincloud, and your tears are the
rain. You become a rainbow. Restart from the beginning. You learn. You build a puzzle the way
you want either way. You miss the familiarity, but you were finally free. You barely recognise
her, the sad girl drinking Cherry Bubly, alone.”
- The Unicorn
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